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FROM THE CHAIRMAN 
Welcome to the August 2020 issue of Elite Soccer, 
the magazine that tries to bring you the best coaching 
knowledge for the training ground each month. 

As football struggles to get back to some sense of 
normality, Elite Soccer plans to be there for you on 
every step of the journey.

We kick off this issue with a session from Slaven 
Bilic, a much admired coach who has just led West 
Bromwich Albion to promotion to the Premier 
League. He has shared a series of activities that will 
get players into the habit of reacting quickly after 
losing possession of the ball in order to prevent the 
opposition developing an attack. 

Former Manchester City and England U21 manager, 
Stuart Pearce, has come up with a session that will 
enable coaches to work on the shape of a team 
while attacking from the middle third of the pitch. 
Meanwhile, Morecambe boss Derek Adams has 
penned a training blueprint for teams to use when 
they are due to be playing against opponents who 
set up in a 3-5-2 formation. It shows teams how to 
isolate the outside centre backs and switch the play, 
while overloading on the sides of the pitch.

We also have a training session from Melanie Reay, 
currently the manager of Sunderland Ladies. The 
objective of her session is to get the whole team to 
buy in to an aggressive press to win possession of the 
ball as soon as possible.

As ever, Elite Soccer likes to showcase the talents 
of the brightest coaches working in academy football, 
and this month is no exception as we share a session 

by Tom McStravick, who is currently working at Leeds 
United, coaching within the youth development phase. 
His session is focused on building an attack from the 
back and breaking through a high press.

I hope you find that this month’s sessions will 
satisfy your coaching needs. We will return next 
month with five more training plans to help improve 
your players.
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As a player, Slaven Bilic was a member of 
the Croatia team that finished third at the 
1998 World Cup. After hanging up his boots at 
hometown club Hajduk Split in 2001, Bilic took 
to coaching the team for the second half of 
the 2001-02 season. 

In 2004 he was appointed manager of the 
Croatia U21 team, going on to take charge of 
the senior national side two years later. He 
led Croatia to the quarter-finals of the 2008 
European Championship and took the team the 
tournament again four years later. 

He was appointed manager of Russian club 
Lokomotiv Moscow in 2012 and subsequently 
enjoyed a spell with Turkish side Besiktas and 
managed in the Premier League with one of his 
former clubs, West Ham United. 

In June 2019, Bilic became manager of West 
Bromwich Albion and led the club to automatic 
promotion to the Premier League in his first 
campaign in charge.

MANAGER PROFILE 

SLAVEN BILIC 
WEST BROMWICH 
ALBION

SESSION 

DEFENSIVE 
TRANSITION
This session is about the defensive 
transition. It helps to get players into 
the habit of reacting immediately 
after losing possession and works on 
encouraging the group of players closest 
to the ball to prevent the opposition 
from developing an attacking action.

At all times this session is focused 
on short sprint reactions in tight 
areas, which always gives the players 
a realistic chance of winning back 
possession or stopping the opposition 
from scoring, and it requires additional 
running from the players if this aim is 
not achieved.

This is a session we would not run 
too close to match day and we would 
usually use it when we are due to be 
playing against opposition that we 
expect to be focused on counter-
attacking play.

“This session helps to  
get players into the habit  
of reacting immediately  
after losing possession”

4
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We set up two 8x8-yard boxes separated by a gap of 
1.5 yards. We’re using 10 outfield players, split into 
eight passing players and one pair of pressers. The 
possession players are two-touch.

Four passers start in each box and the two pressers 
start in one of those boxes, making it 4v2 in one box 
while the possession players pass the ball unopposed 
in the other box. 

If the pressers win possession in the 4v2 box, the 
player who lost the ball and the player who made the 

WARM-UP BOXES

[1]

SLAVEN BILIC
DEFENSIVE 
TRANSITION
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pass into him both sprint into the other box, where 
they become pressers and try to win possession 
from the other four possession players, who have 
already been passing the ball amongst themselves, 
as shown [1]. 

In the original box, the first pressing pair now 
become possession players and continue to pass the 
ball as a new unopposed group of four.

We play four games of two minutes, with 30 seconds 
rest in between.

Area:  
Up to full pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 4 goals
Number of Players:  
Up to 20 players  
+ 4 goalkeepers

Session time:  
Warm-up boxes: 10mins
Possession game: 15mins
Possession & transition: 
12mins
Pitch switch: 15mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Four possession players 
pass the ball in each box. 
One box is unopposed

It’s 4v2 in one box 
and two pressers 
try to win the ball

If the pressers win the ball, the 
player who lost possession and 
the player who passed to him 
both sprint into the other box, 
where they become pressers

The original pressers join 
the possession team in 
passing the ball unopposed 
in the first box

4

12

3



66

POSSESSION GAME
[2]

SLAVEN BILIC 
DEFENSIVE TRANSITION

We set up a playing area of 22x12 yards. We’re using 
11 outfield players split into two teams of four plus 
three floaters. One floater is in the main area and 
the other two are positioned at each end. We always 
use goalkeepers as the outside floaters. The two 
teams of four are one-touch and the three floaters 
are two-touch.

Play starts with one team passing the ball, 
assisted by the floaters who always play for the 
team in possession. The other team presses to win 
the ball, as shown [2]. 

The team that loses possession must quickly 
transition into the pressing role and should try to 

regain possession as soon as they can, while the 
original pressing team must now try to avoid the 
pressure and keep the ball in their possession.

We play four games: two games of 2.5 minutes 
and two games of 3 minutes, with a minute to rest 
between each game. 

We would alternate the two teams of four as the 
possession team and we would set them a target of 
winning the ball back within six seconds should they 
lose possession. 

If they fail to win the ball back in the target time, 
they are penalised with a punishment of the coach’s 
choice, such as press-ups.
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“If they fail to win the ball back in the target time, the players are 
penalised with a punishment of the coach’s choice, such as press-ups”

The blues are 
one-touch 
and they must 
pass to keep 
possession 

The three floaters are 
two-touch and they 
play for the team in 
possession

The reds press and if they win 
the ball, they must keep hold 
of it under pressure from the 
blues, who have to perform a 
forfeit if they fail to win it back 
within six seconds 

1

2

3
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SLAVEN BILIC 
DEFENSIVE TRANSITION

POSSESSION & TRANSITION

[3a]

[3b]

We set up a playing area of 40x36 yards with a goal 
and goalkeeper at each end. We’re using 10 outfield 
players, split into two teams of five. The blues are 
one-touch and they start as the possession team; 
they must pass to keep hold of the ball with the help 
of both goalkeepers, who are two-touch. The blues 
are set a target number of passes they must string 
together to receive a point. The reds press to gain 
possession, as shown [3a]. 

When the blues lose the ball, they must 

transition quickly to stop the reds (who have no 
touch limit) from scoring in the goal at the opposite 
end of the pitch to where they won possession, as 
shown [3b]. 

As soon as the ball is dead, the blue possession 
team is served a new ball and play continues in the 
same manner.

We play four games of two minutes, with one minute 
to rest between each game. Teams alternate as the 
possession team in each game.
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When the red pressing 
team wins the ball, they 
must try to score in the 
goal at the opposite end 
of the pitch to where 
they won it

The blues must transition 
quickly to try to stop the 
reds scoring

1

2

The blues 
start as the 
possession 
team and they 
are one-touch

The blue possession 
team pass to keep the 
ball with the help of 
both goalkeepers, who 
are two-touch

The reds press to win the 
ball and they are allowed 
unlimited touches

1

2

3
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COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
The players in possession of the ball should 
always be positioned so as to provide good 
passing options for their team mates. Additionally, 
they should also always be controlling their 

surroundings, to be able to react with quality 
at the moment when they lose the ball.

What are the typical mistakes players 
might make and how do I avoid them?
Often players switch off and stand thinking 
about why they lost the ball instead of reacting 
and trying to win it back immediately.

PITCH SWITCH
[4a]

[4b]

SLAVEN BILIC 
DEFENSIVE TRANSITION

We set up two 40x44-yard playing areas, with a goal 
and a goalkeeper at each end. We’re using 20 outfield 
players split evenly into reds and blues and we play 
a 5v5 game on each pitch with no restriction on the 
number of touches. 

Whenever a team concedes two goals in a game 

on either of the two pitches, as shown [4a], a coach 
gives a signal and calls out their colour. Both games 
are stopped and the teams wearing the colour 
bibs called out by the coach have to quickly switch 
pitches, as shown [4b]. Play is then restarted. We 
play for 15 minutes.
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When the coach 
signals that a team 
has conceded two 
goals, he also calls 
out their colour

1
Both games are 
stopped and the 
teams wearing the 
colour called by the 
coach have to quickly 
switch pitches. Play 
then restarts

2

Play 5v5 plus keepers 
on each pitch, with 
no restriction on the 
number of touches 

When a team concedes two 
goals in a game on either of the 
pitches, a coach gives a signal 

1

2
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Stuart Pearce was a tough tackling defender 
who reached the semi-final of both the 1990 
World Cup and the 1996 European Championship 
with England. While still a player he enjoyed 
spells as caretaker manager and joint manager 
of Nottingham Forest. 

After hanging up his boots at Manchester City, 
he remained at the club as a coach and in 2005 
he was appointed City’s caretaker manager 
before being given the job on a permanent basis.

He subsequently worked for the Football 
Association as manager of England’s U21s from 
2007 to 2013 and he also enjoyed a coaching 
role with the senior England team. In February 
2012 Pearce served as caretaker manager of 
England for one game and he was appointed 
manager of the Great Britain football team at 
the 2012 Olympics.

He returned to Nottingham Forest as manager 
in 2014 and subsequently joined another former 
club, West Ham United, as assistant manager to 
David Moyes in 2017.

He has won the Premier League Manager of 
the Month award on three occasions.

MANAGER PROFILE 

STUART PEARCE 
LMA AMBASSADOR

SESSION 

ATTACKING  
TEAM SHAPE
This session offers the opportunity to 
rehearse the shape of a team while 
attacking from the middle third of the 
pitch to the opposition’s goal. This 
practice encourages team movement 
and develops an understanding of who 
arrives in the penalty area, when they 
need to arrive in the penalty area, and 
what the shape of the side should look 
like in varying scenarios.

It is set up with the players in team 
shape and in their own positions, which 
has a tactical and technical element 
that enables a coach to show each 
player their role in the team and why 
they are asked to be in their relevant 
positions. It helps players understand 
positional play, especially if you make 
changes to your team’s shape.

This practice can be used a couple 
of times per week with a duration of 
anywhere between 20 minutes and 50 
minutes. 

“This session offers the 
opportunity to rehearse 
the shape of a team while 
attacking from the middle 
third of the pitch”

9
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We set up on half a pitch with a goal and a goalkeeper 
(GK1) at one end and a second goalkeeper (GK2) to the 
side of the goal at the same end, as shown [1a]. 

We’re using 10 outfield players, set up as a team in 
their usual playing positions. Goalkeeper 2 starts play 
by passing to one of the opposition centre backs, who 
are on the halfway line. The centre back receives the 
long pass and sets up the play by building an attack 
from the back. 

The team attacks unopposed, with a minimum of 
three players having to enter the penalty area to finish 
off the move. To begin with we encourage two-touch 

play in the build-up and a one-touch finish from the 
attackers in the penalty box.

Once the first phase has finished, goalkeeper 2 plays 
a second ball to a player on the edge of the penalty 
area for a two-touch finish, as shown [1b]. 

Attacking players must be alert to the second ball 
being played in. After the second ball is dead, we set 
up again and repeat this phase of play, starting with 
goalkeeper 2 passing to one of the centre backs again.

It’s important we use this practice as an opportunity 
to coach each player positionally. We would run the 
drill for 20 minutes. 

UNOPPOSED ATTACK

[1a]

STUART PEARCE 
ATTACKING  
TEAM SHAPE

“It’s important that we use this practice as an opportunity  
to coach each player positionally”

1
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RWLW
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1

2

3

LB

CB
CB

M

M

AM
CF

RWLW

GK1 GK2

RB[1b]

Area:  
Half a pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
1 full size goal
Number of Players:  
Up to 14 players 
+ 2 goalkeepers

Session time:  
Unopposed attack: 
20mins
Opposed attack: 
20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Once the first phase has finished, 
players should remain alert and in 
position ready for another attack 

1

Goalkeeper 2 
plays a second 
ball to the edge 
of the penalty 
area for a two-
touch finish

Set up player in team shape 
in their usual positions. Play 
starts with a long pass from 
goalkeeper 2 to one of the 
opposition centre backs

The centre back receives 
and builds an attack 
from the back

The team attacks 
unopposed, using 
two-touch play in 
the build-up 

A minimum of three 
attackers must be in the 
penalty area to finish the 
move. The shot must be 
hit first-time

4

1

2 3

2
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We progress the practice by using the same set-up but 
we now make it opposed by introducing a back four to 
defend against the attack, as shown [2]. We would run 
this practice for 20 minutes.

Another way to progress the practice is to vary the 
starting point of the attack, so for instance we could 
start play from a throw-in rather than a pass from 
goalkeeper 2. All other rules and restrictions would 

remain the same, as would the second ball that is 
played in by goalkeeper 2. We could also continue to 
add players to the defending team to increase the 
challenge for the attacking team, adding to the time 
spent on the activity as necessary.

To progress the activity further, we could introduce 
a change of play or a switch of play on the blow of the 
coach’s whistle.

“We progress the practice by making it opposed by introducing 
a back four to defend against the attack”

OPPOSED ATTACK

[2]

STUART PEARCE 
ATTACKING TEAM SHAPE
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COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
• Rotation of midfielders centrally.
• Who are the players to get into the box and 
 when?
• Good distribution from the goalkeeper.
• Overlapping runs from the full backs.
• Good crossing ability and runs from the wide 
 players.
• The correct positioning of the holding midfielder.

• The defensive unit should keep its shape in case 
of a counter-attack.

• Good shooting technique of the advanced 
midfielders from the second ball.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?

• Too many players making forward runs.
• Players may be caught ball-watching from the 

back line.
• Play can be too slow so limit touches to ensure 

quick play.

Progress the 
practice by 
using the same 
set up but 
now make it 
opposed by 
introducing a 
back four to 
defend against 
the attack 

1

Play still starts with a long pass from goalkeeper 2.  
One of the attacking team’s defenders receives and 
then play builds from the middle third

2
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Derek Adams started his coaching career in 
2006 in Scotland as player–coach at Ross 
County, before being promoted to player-
manager the following year. As manager, he 
led the club to the Scottish Second Division 
championship in 2008 and to the 2010 Scottish 
Cup Final.

After a short spell at Hibernian as assistant 
manager, he returned to Ross County in May 2011 
and in his first season back he guided the club 
to the Scottish First Division championship and 
promotion to the Scottish Premier League. He 
was rewarded with the PFA Scotland Manager of 
the Year award.

During a stint as manager of Plymouth Argyle, 
he took the club to a second-place finish and 
promotion to League One.

He was appointed manager of League Two club 
Morecambe in November 2019.

SESSION 

OVERLOAD WITH  
A SWITCH OF PLAY
It is always interesting to understand 
how coaches think about exploiting the 
opposition’s system of play. This is a 
session that I would use when we are 
due to be playing against opponents 
expected to set up in a 3-5-2 formation. 
We would look to isolate the outside 
centre backs and switch the play, while 
overloading on the sides.

Engaging our players in the tactical 
aspect of how we are going to win 
a game is very important and this is 
a session that fulfils that objective, 
building up through a series of activities 
and culminating in a final 11v11 game.

This would be the kind of technical 
and slightly physical session that we 
would choose to run on match day -2, 
when playing against opponents utilising 
a 3-5-2 formation.

12

MANAGER PROFILE 

DEREK ADAMS 
MORECAMBE

“Engaging our players in the 
tactical aspect of how we 
are going to win a game  
is very important”
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We would use this passing drill when we are looking to 
get a switch of play into our style of play.

We set up in an area of 20x16 yards with a cone near 
each corner and a flag on each side at the halfway 
point as shown. We’re using 16 outfield players, with 
four players waiting on each cone. 

The ball starts with player A who passes long to 
player B. Player B takes two touches – one to control 
and one to lay the ball back to player A who receives 
on the move, as shown [1a]. Player B then makes 
a well-timed run to the flag on the far side of the 
playing area, which is used as an offside line. After 
receiving on the move, player A passes to player C and 

SWITCH OF PLAY PASSING DRILL

[1a] [1b]

DEREK ADAMS
OVERLOAD WITH  
A SWITCH OF PLAY

runs to the back of the group in front. Player C, who 
started as the second man in the line, then makes a 
switch of play to player B who is now at the flag on 
the halfway line. Player B receives and dribbles to the 
back of the group. Player C is now at the front of his 
group and becomes the new player B, ready to receive 
the next long pass from the new starting player A.

Two balls would be running in the playing area at 
the same time, with the second ball mirroring the 
movement of the other group, as shown [1b].

We work on passing with both feet by switching 
the groups. The size of area would be varied over the 
10-minute drill.
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20

A
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B

B

C

C

16

20

2-alt

Area:  
Up to full pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, poles, 
mannequins, 2 goals
Number of Players:  
Up to 20 players  
+ 2 goalkeepers

Session time:  
Switch of play passing drill: 
10mins
Possession with a switch: 
15mins
Functional play: 10mins
10v10 game: 15mins
11v11 game: 10mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

The ball starts with player A 
passing long to player B, who 
lays the ball back to player A 
who receives on the move

Two balls would be running 
at the same time, with the 
second ball mirroring the 
movement of the other group

Player A passes to C, 
who switches play to B 
who is now at the flag 
on the opposite side. 
Player A then joins the 
back of the queue

Player B makes a 
run to the flag on 
the other side of 
the area

Player B receives from C 
and dribbles to the back 
of the queue. The drill is 
then repeated

1 13

2 4
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POSSESSION WITH A SWITCH
[2]

DEREK ADAMS
OVERLOAD WITH A SWITCH OF PLAY

We set up in a 40x40-yard square with a cone at the 
halfway point of each side. We’re using 20 outfield 
players, split evenly into two teams of ten. Each team 
has four players around the outside (one on each side) 
and five players in the centre.

Plays starts with a pass into the area from the 
coach to one of the teams and they must pass the 
ball, keeping possession under pressure. Inside the 
square players are three-touch but on the outside the 
players are only allowed one touch. 

Players can use their team mates on the outside 
to keep possession and in addition to playing bounce 
passes to the central players, the outside players can 
make also make a diagonal switch of play to a team 

mate on the next side, or switch the play across the 
square to the opposite side.

The aim is to suck the pressing team in to create 
space for a switch of play across the square. A point 
is scored by switching play from one side of the 
square to a team mate on another side, as shown [2]. 
If the pressing team wins the ball, they become the 
passing team.

To add some physical work to the exercise, we allow 
players to score an extra point if they string a target 
number of passes together, say eight passes. This 
helps give the exercise a more competitive edge. 

We play five games of three minutes with players 
rotating roles.

“Players can use their team mates on the outside to keep possession”

Teams can score an extra 
point if they string eight 
passes together, as here

Players can use team 
mates on the outside to 
keep possession. Outside 
players are one-touch

The aim is to 
create space 
for a switch 
of play, which 
scores a point

One team passes the ball 
to keep possession under 
pressure. Inside the square 
players are three-touch 

1

2

3

4
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DEREK ADAMS
OVERLOAD WITH A SWITCH OF PLAY

FUNCTIONAL PLAY DRILLS

[3a]

[3b] [3c]

We set up on half a pitch with a goal and a goalkeeper 
at one end of the pitch and we position eight 
mannequins to represent opponents, as shown. 

We are using eight outfield players in this drill, all 
on the attacking team – although we could use live 
opposition instead of mannequins if it was felt to be 
necessary. 

We would run the three drills, as shown [3a/b/c], 
with play starting with a long pass out from the 
opposition goalkeeper each time. This would allow our 
players to continue rehearsing options for finding the 
switch of play and it would help their decision making 
in the event of finding themselves in a position to 
execute the switch of play in a live match.

The right back 
makes an 
overlapping 
run up the 
wing

3

Play starts with 
a long pass 
out from the 
opposition keeper 
to the left back 

The left back 
controls and plays 
the ball back to 
the midfielder, 
who switches the 
play to the right-
sided attacker

Play starts with a long pass 
out from the opposition 
keeper to the midfielder 

Play starts with a long pass 
out from the opposition 
keeper to the left back 

Two midfielders combine to pass 
to the left back, who switches 
play to the right-sided attacker

Two midfielders combine and 
one of them switches the play 
to the right-sided attacker

1

2

11
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10v10 GAME
[4]

DEREK ADAMS
OVERLOAD WITH A SWITCH OF PLAY

We set up on half a pitch with a goal and a 
goalkeeper at each end. We’re using 18 outfield 
players split evenly into two teams. 

We coach the team set up in a partial 4-2-1-3 
formation against an opposition playing in a partial 
3-5-2 system, as shown [4].

We would work on player movement off the ball to 
gain space to enable a switch of play. We would try to 
get our team to isolate the opposition’s outside centre 
backs in a 1v1 situation and run at them with pace. We 
would try to get an overload against the back three.

We would play this game for 20 minutes.

“We would get our team to isolate the opposition’s outside centre  
backs in a 1v1 situation and run at them with pace”

Coach 
the team 
set up in 
a partial 
4-2-1-3 
formation

The opposition are set-up 
in a partial 3-5-2 system

Player movement off the ball creates 
the space to enable a switch of play

1

3

2



1717

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

40

40

16

20

16

20

A

A

B

B

C

C

11v11 GAME

[5]

DEREK ADAMS
OVERLOAD WITH A SWITCH OF PLAY

We would finish this training session by progressing 
into a 11v11 match. We set up on a full pitch with a 
goal and a goalkeeper at each end. 

We’re using 20 outfield players split evenly into 
two teams. We coach the team set up in a 4-2-1-3 

“We would work on the various elements of play to gain an  
overload and create a switch of play”

formation against a team playing in a 3-5-2 formation, 
as shown [5]. 

We would work on the various elements of play to 
gain an overload and create a switch of play.

We would play this game for 30 minutes.

Play an 11v11 game on 
a full pitch, coaching 
a team set up in a 
4-2-1-3 formation

The opposition 
are set-up in a 
3-5-2 system

The attacking team works on 
using switches of play to create 
overloads against the defence and 
to set up scoring opportunities

1 2

3
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Melanie Reay is manager of Sunderland Ladies 
in the FA Women’s National League North. 

As a player she turned out for Cowgate 
Kestrels, which later went on to become 
Sunderland. During the 2002-03 season, she 
was joint winner of the FA Women’s Premier 
League Northern Division Golden Boot, winning 
it again the following season. She subsequently 
won it a third time when playing for Newcastle 
United in 2008.

She began coaching at Gateshead College 
early in her playing career and later she coached 
at the Newcastle United centre of excellence. 

In January 2008, while still a player for 
Newcastle, she stepped up to take over the role 
of assistant manager. Sunderland appointed 
her as assistant head coach ahead of the 2015 
season, and in March 2017 she became the 
club’s head coach.

Reay, who is a cousin of England football 
legend Alan Shearer, also took charge of the 
England Women’s U23 national team for the 
2018 Nordic Tournament in Sarpsborg.

MANAGER PROFILE 

MELANIE REAY 
SUNDERLAND LADIES

SESSION 

EFFECTIVE 
PRESSING
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This session is all about getting the ball 
back as quickly as we can. We start with 
an activity focused on pressing in small 
groups to set the tone and then we 
move into pressing as a team, showing 
players when, where and how to do it.

The players engage really well with this 
session because there’s always a reward 
for winning the ball back; if players 
regain possession they get to try and 
score a goal. That’s fundamentally what 
the game is all about. 

When players are out of possession, 
this is a very high tempo session. The 
objective is to get the team as a whole 
to buy in to the aggressive press to 
ensure we don’t defend for long spells 
of the game.

This type of session isn’t one we would 
do every week but we would absolutely 
use elements of it on a regular basis. 
The first activity specifically deals with 
the techniques of passing, possession 
and shooting, which could all be a main 
focus of the session if necessary. 

The players really seem to enjoy this 
session and it’s great for team building 
because they are all together being 
competitive against one another.

18
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We start with a warm-up [not shown]. Then we set up 
an area of 40x18 yards with a goal and a goalkeeper 
at each end. The main area of the pitch is divided into 
three 10-yard zones and each goal has an additional 
five-yard end zone in front of it for the goalkeepers.

We’re using 18 outfield players, split evenly into 
three teams of six. One team goes in each of the 
three 10-yard zones. The middle zone is for the 
defending team.

Play starts with the coach passing to a team in one 
of the outer zones. The receiving team must pass to 

keep possession under pressure from two defenders, 
who have been released from the central zone to 
press the ball. 

The passing team can use the goalkeeper to help 
them keep possession if necessary and they must 
string six passes together before they can transfer 
the ball to the other possession team in the opposite 
outer zone, as shown [1a]. 

The four defenders who remain in the central zone 
must stay alert and remain compact in order to screen 
for any through balls, blocking them if possible.

GO AND PRESS

[1a]

MELANIE REAY 
EFFECTIVE 
PRESSING

1 4

2

3
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18

55 101010

Area:  
Up to full pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 
2 full-size goals
Number of Players:  
Up to 20 players  
+ 2 goalkeepers

Session time:  
Warm up: 30mins
Go and press: 15mins
Pressing gates: 20mins
Game: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 
Play starts with the coach 
passing to a team in one of 
the outer zones 

Two defenders are 
released from the central 
zone to press the ball in 
the outer zone

2The receiving team must 
pass to keep possession. 
Once they make six 
passes they can transfer 
the ball to the other end

The four defenders in 
the central zone remain 
compact and try to 
intercept through balls

3 4

1
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When the ball has been transferred, two more 
defenders can follow the ball to press it – they can 
go as soon as it has been received in the opposite 
outer zone. The two original pressing defenders 
must return to the central zone at this point, as 
shown [1b]. 

The passing team must again string six passes 
together before being allowed to transfer the ball 
back, but if the defenders gain possession they can 
immediately shoot at either goal, as shown [1c].

We play six two-minute games, rotating team roles 
every two minutes.

What are the key things to look out for?
We want to see defenders remaining alert. Pressure 
should always be applied by the nearest player to 
the ball. Quick support by the covering player is also 
important so that the possession team is forced to 
play around the defence and not through it.

We want to see good communication from both of 
the pressing players and from the four defenders left 
behind, and when pressure results in a turnover of 
possession we want to see players remaining calm 
to ensure a solid shooting opportunity occurs, rather 
than players forcing play with a rushed shot.

[1b]

[1c]

MELANIE REAY 
EFFECTIVE PRESSING
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When the ball has been 
transferred, two more 
defenders can follow the 
ball to press it 

The two original pressing 
defenders must return to 
the central zone

The passing team 
must make six 
passes before 
they can transfer 
the ball back. 
They can use 
the keepers to 
help them keep 
possession

Here the keeper 
recycles the 
ball to maintain 
possession for 
the blues but the 
yellows intercept

The passing 
team at the 
other end 
must remain 
alert in case 
the ball is 
transfered 
back to them 
again

If the defenders gain 
possession they can 
shoot at either goal 
but only the keepers 
are allowed in the 
five-yard end zones

2

1

1

2

3

3
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MELANIE REAY 
EFFECTIVE PRESSING

[2]

PRESSING GATES

1 4
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3
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We set up on a full size pitch with four six-yard cone 
gates on the halfway line and another two in each 
penalty area, as shown [2]. We are not using goals.

We are using 20 outfield players split into two teams 
of ten. Play starts with a pass from the coach and 
the teams try to score by dribbling or passing through 
the gates. The game is directional, so teams can 
only score by going forwards through the gates. The 
attacking team cannot go through a gate if a defender 
is standing in front of it – this is the press. 

Offsides apply so the defending team can work on 
the compactness and depth of the back line. The 
gates are situated in three different areas to give 
reference to the players’ positions. The two highest 
gates are for the forwards, the two deepest gates are 
for the defenders and the gates on the halfway line 
are for forwards, midfielders or defenders. 

We run this activity for 20 minutes.

What are the key things to look out for?
We want to see the nearest player to the ball pressing. 
We also need to see cover and support from players 
to the side, behind and in front.

It’s important that we see compactness from the 
units and good communication on the ball, around it 
and away from it.

My outcome for the session is to ensure players 
understand how to press within the team. The key 

information that should be given to the pressing 
players as a trigger is: in the attacking half the 
opposition should be shown inside, while in the 
defending half they should be shown outside.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Typical mistakes made during the activity include 
players allowing the distances between the units to 
get too big, which then makes it easier for the 
attacking team to play forwards. 

Compactness is important and if the forwards are 
pressing, then the defenders need to ensure they are 
not too deep. Another important thing to look out 
for is the role of the supporting defender; players 
are generally good at being the initial presser but the 
supporting player is sometimes too far away to make 
an impact on the initial press.

How would I put this in a game situation?
Using the same playing area as the previous activity, 
the cones now come out and the goals are set up at 
each end. The players would now compete in a game 
with normal rules [not shown]. 

With no reference points on the pitch, the players are 
guided by the first presser to ensure support and depth 
is correct. Communication is important and often 
players are a lot louder and more vocal than usual.

Play starts with a pass 
from the coach 

Teams try to score by 
dribbling or passing forward 
through the gates in the 
direction they are attacking

The attacking team 
cannot go through a gate 
if a defender is standing 
in front of it 

1

23



222222

The holder of a UEFA A Licence, Tom McStravick 
is currently working at Leeds United, coaching 
within the club’s youth development phase. 

He is also the founder of the Playing For The 
Future Group, which was established in 2009, 
and he is academy director of the Playing 
For The Future Academy, which is a leading 
independent youth football academy based in 
Northern Ireland. 

He has developed a successful long term 
partnership with Ulster University to develop 
the Playing For The Future group of projects, 
which include an academy programme, the ABP 
Craigavon Cup and the Belfast Youth Cup. 

He has experience in presenting and coaching 
around the world, including delivering coach 
education at Legia Warsaw in Poland. 

He has also been a UK representative at the 
G20 Summit in Nice, France, and a delegate at 
the One Young World Summit in Pittsburgh, USA.

MANAGER PROFILE 

TOM McSTRAVICK 
LEEDS UNITED

SESSION 

BUILDING AN 
ATTACK FROM  
THE BACK
This session is all about building the 
attack from the goalkeeper and breaking 
through a high press. In this activity we 
see the goalkeeper as an extra player 
and we encourage centre backs to 
receive the ball and play forwards.

It’s a game-based practice that 
encourages lots of decision making under 
pressure. It’s a competitive activity that 
allows for lots of repetition and it also 
encourages dual coaching opportunities: 
one coach can work on building the 
attack whilst the other coach works on 
either the finishing or the high press. 

This practice is flexible enough to 
accommodate a change in playing 
numbers or playing formations, again 
allowing the coach to create scenarios 
and challenges for players that can help 
with both individual and group learning.

As the session is designed to be game-
realistic, players really enjoy it. The 
activity is competitive and as it offers 
plenty of repetitions of match scenarios, 
it can therefore be used as a match 
preparation session or an individual 
player development session. 

Distances can increase or decrease to 
help with physical loading, especially 
with the high number of transitions 
involved.

22
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We set up a playing area on one half of the pitch, 
coned off to a width of 40 yards. We position a goal 
and a goalkeeper at one end and two small goals at 
the other end. The size of the playing area can vary, 
but typically we would use the geography of the pitch 
to create a 60x40-yard area.

We’re using nine outfield players, split into: a blue 
team of three who are attacking the small goals; two 
yellow wide players who are positioned on each side 
of the playing area; and four reds, only two of whom 
are in play at any one time. The extra red pair wait 
between the small goals ready to rotate in.

The goalkeeper passes out to the blue team of 
three, who are made up of two centre backs and a 

WAVE PRACTICE

[1a] [1b]

TOM McSTRAVICK
BUILDING AN ATTACK 
FROM THE BACK

1

2
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3

defensive midfielder. They must build an attack from 
the back using the full width of the playing area and 
they can score by passing into one of the small goals, 
as shown [1a]. The red pair are forwards trying to 
stop the attack and they should press high in the blue 
team’s defensive third. If the reds win possession, 
they should counter-attack the main goal.

If the blues score in one of the small goals, or if 
the ball goes dead, one of the waiting reds acts as 
a server and passes in to the active red pair so they 
can counter-attack and try to score past the keeper 
in the main goal. They can do so with the help of the 
unopposed yellow wide players on the outside edge of 
the playing area, as shown [1b].

Area:  
Half a pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 2 small 
goals, 1 full-size goal
Number of Players:  
Up to 11 players  
+ 1 goalkeeper

Session time:  
Wave Practice: 25-40mins 
in blocks of 8mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

If the blues score or if the 
ball goes dead, a waiting 
red serves a new ball in to 
the active red pair who then 
counter-attack the main goal

The red pair attack 
with the help of the 
unopposed yellow 
wide players

1

The goalkeeper 
passes out to 
the blue team, 
who build an 
attack from  
the back

The blues can score 
by passing into one 
of the small goals

The red pair press 
high in the blue team’s 
defensive third. If they 
win possession, they 
should counter-attack 
the main goal

3

12
2



2424

WAVE PRACTICE PROGRESSIONS
[2a]

[2b]

TOM McSTRAVICK 
BUILDING AN ATTACK FROM THE BACK
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We use the same set-up but we progress the 
activity so there are offsides for the wide players. 
The blues still build their attack from the back as 
before, but if the red pair wins possession we now 
allow one of the red servers to step in to join the 
attack with the red pressing pair and the two yellow 
wide players, as shown [2a]. This gives the counter-

attacking team a 5v3 overload on transition.
We can progress the activity further by adding a pair 

of waiting blues between the small goal; if the reds 
gain possession one of the waiting blues can make a 
defensive recovery run to try to help his team mates 
prevent the counter-attacking reds from scoring, as 
shown [2b]. 

3

Here the keeper 
starts play

Progress further by 
introducing offsides 
for the yellow wide 
players

If the pressing red pair wins 
possession, progress the activity 
so one of the servers can step in 
to support the counter-attack

If the reds gain possession, one of the 
waiting blues can now make a recovery 
run to help his team mates defend

Progress the 
activity further by 
adding a pair of 
waiting blues

1

2

1

2
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TOM McSTRAVICK 
BUILDING AN ATTACK FROM THE BACK

[2c]

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
Technically, we want to see players adopting the 
correct body shape to receive and to play forwards. 
The detail of the pass should also be correct: to the 
back foot, neat to feet with an ideal pace on the 
pass to allow the receiver to play forwards quickly. 

Tactically, we want to see the build-up of play 
from the back using the goalkeeper to support. The 
starting positions are key to allowing the attack to 
progress and the distance of the centre backs in 

relation to both the ball and the opponent is vital. 
Midfield rotation is also important, as is recognising 
the opposition set-up to avoid playing into traps.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Players often don’t recognise how the opponent is 
set up and in academy football the centre backs 
always drop to receive instead of recognising how 
high they can build from, perhaps if the opponent 
is not ready and not in a position to press. Players 
also tend to play the first pass they see as opposed 
to building from as high as possible.  

“We want to see players adopting the correct body shape 
to receive to play forward”

1

2

4

5

3

The session can be progressed further by 
introducing scoring systems. For example, when 
working on building the attack against a high press, 
if the blues score into the mini goals we allow them 
to restart play from the goalkeeper and if they 

maintain possession for six seconds then their goal 
stands. However, if the red pressing team wins the 
ball back within six seconds and scores in the main 
goal, the red goal is worth double and the blue goal  
no longer counts, as shown [2c]. 

Progress further 
by adding a scoring 
system. If the blues 
score in the mini 
goals, allow them to 
restart from their 
own keeper

If the blues maintain possession 
for six seconds from the keeper’s 
pass out, then their goal stands

If the reds 
win the ball 
back within 
six seconds 
and score, 
their goal 
is worth 
double and 
the blue goal 
no longer 
counts

3

2

1
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A wise person once said: “The quality of your life 
bears relation with the quality of the questions you 
ask yourself.”

As a sport psychologist there’s one question I ask 
players that I think is more important than any other. 
One that stands out as different – that at first glance 
appears negative, but is in fact positive, adaptive and 
powerful. One that is imperative for all players to be 
asked, or to ask themselves.

The question is this: “What are you going to do if it’s 
going wrong?”

Historically, I’ve found players to be scared of this 
question. It’s often met with a quizzical look and 
an uncomfortable response: “But that’s focusing on 
negatives, why would I want to think about that?”

Well, here’s why – guarantees and ‘sure things’ 
are sparse in elite sport, but if there’s a safe bet 
in any competitive environment it’s that mistakes 
will happen. There will be moments of poor play. 
Adversity is inevitable. There will be times when 
the opposition gets the better of you, no matter 
what you do. In a sport like football, where seconds 
count and where internal feelings of failure can take 
hold and deplete confidence in milliseconds, the 
capacity to deal with failure is a skill that’s a critical 
essential.

POSITIVE RESPONSE
I remember one of the first times I ever asked a 
player this question. This was a Premier League 

A VITAL QUESTION ALL 
PLAYERS MUST ANSWER
WHAT DO PLAYERS DO IF IT’S GOING WRONG? SPORTS PSYCHOLOGIST DAN ABRAHAMS 
DISCUSSES THE MOST IMPORTANT QUESTION PLAYERS MUST ASK THEMSELVES

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY
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player, an international footballer – a striker with a 
strong CV. We were having a discussion around match 
objectives, working on breaking down his role into 
specific, controllable processes. During the discussion 
he mentioned that the defender he was due to be 
up against in his next game was very powerful, very 
tough, and very dominant. And so it seemed natural 
to ask: “What are you going to do if it’s going wrong 
– if he’s overpowering you, getting the better of you, 
dominating you?” 

He’d never been asked a question like this before. It 
led to a short period of silence, but a good silence – a 
thoughtful moment of reflection and solution finding, 
until an answer emerged: “If it’s going wrong I’m going 
to use my movement. Pull him out wide, drag him in 
deep. Try and get in behind him; he’s not as agile or 
as quick as me. I’m also going to stay relentless with 
the process goals we’ve spoken about. That’s what I’m 
going to do.”

This was a thoughtful response, reflecting on his 
own strengths, considering the weaknesses of the 
opposition, emphasising the need to focus on the 
process of his game. And as you can see this wasn’t a 
negative conversation. On the contrary, it was wholly 
positive. This elite level player now had an overarching 
philosophy for dealing with failure. He had broadened 
his ability to manage mistakes. He was prepared to 
cope with adversity.

And cope he did! For the first 15 minutes of the 
game, the opposing defender got the better of the 
striker, winning headers, closing space quickly, making 
the game feel claustrophobic. But the striker wasn’t 
anxious and didn’t panic. He focused on the solutions 
he’d mentally rehearsed in the lead up to the game. 
He exercised patience, and over the course of the 
match he used his agility and speed to positively 

impact in and around the penalty area. He scored and 
assisted – he made a difference!

DEAL WITH FAILURE
The question “What are you going to do if it’s going 
wrong?” can make a difference. I would caution 
against thinking that your players ask themselves this 
or go through this process already. Some do (in their 
own way), but many don’t. And that’s why we see so 
many players respond poorly to those tough moments 
that unfold in the game. 

They get overly angry at themselves or far too 
despondent. They get tight and tense and stressed. 
“It’s not my day”; “I’m just not feeling it”; “The 
opposition are playing far too good”. These pervasive 
inner thoughts eat away at their confidence, and they 
need to be squashed instantly. When you engage 
players in brainstorming how they’ll deal with failure, 
you give them a better chance to cope, to self-regulate 
and to manage themselves when the pressure is on.

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY

“When you engage players in 
brainstorming how they’ll deal  
with failure, you give them  
a better chance to cope”
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Following Leicester City Women’s promotion into the 
FA Women’s Premier League Northern Division in 2016 
and two successive top-three season finishes, the 
club was motivated to become part of the FA Women’s 
Championship. After working hard and forming 
alliances with key partners, their bid was successful 
and they made their debut in the semi-professional 
league in the 2018-19 season. 

“When I first joined the club back in 2014, it only 
had about 20 players,” says Morgan. “Currently, 
we’re pushing over 180 players, ranging from U9s to 
our senior set up, and we’ve progressed from the 
lower divisions to the second tier in the league. This 
fantastic growth and success made the journey really 
special, with the added bonus that I was on it with 
some special people.” These included invaluable and 
courageous contributions, on and off the pitch, by four 
of Morgan’s family members. 

That’s not to say that such a close-knit set up 
doesn’t bring its challenges, not least when it comes 
to separating home and work life. “I think, over time, 
you get better at sensing when is the right time to 
talk about work issues, when to try to solve problems 
together, when it’s best to figure things out on your 
own, and when to switch off from work entirely,” says 
Morgan. “Overall, though, it works well for us, because 
we share a common interest and passion in the club.” 

THE RIGHT FIT 
Morgan is confident in the talent they’ve achieved 
in their young squad, and his focus is now on 
improving the consistency of the team’s performance. 
Recruitment, he says, is key. “Now that we have a base 
of players with ability, we’re looking to bring in more 
experienced players to catapult us forward and make 
the team more consistent.” 

He acknowledges that, like most managers, he’s 
been burned in the past when recruiting, thinking he’d 
found the next big thing only for them to underwhelm. 

STRIVING TO BE 
THE BEST
ALONG WITH BEING MANAGER OF LEICESTER CITY WOMEN, JONATHAN MORGAN HAS 
BEEN INSTRUMENTAL IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE CLUB’S VARIOUS YOUTH FACILITIES. 
HERE HE DISCUSSES WHAT THAT ENTAILS

INTERVIEW
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However, the club’s recruitment process has improved 
considerably in recent seasons since it reached a 
semi-professional level. 

“We now look much more carefully at whether a 
player’s personality will fit with our core ethos, style 
of play and method of coaching, and whether they 
have the right attitude and ambition to succeed,” he 
says. “We need to be certain that any new recruits 
have the vision to push the club to the next level.” 

Morgan and his staff also need to ensure that any 
new recruits can handle what, with the advancement 
of the club and women’s football in general, is now 
a more intensive training regime. “There’s no point 
bringing in a player who can’t play for half a season 
because of repetitive strain or injury, so it’s becoming 
increasingly important to assess potential players’ 
physiological strengths and weaknesses,” he says. 
“And if you do bring in a player with a particular 
physiological weakness, you need to invest time to 
ensure you build them up, so that they can fulfil their 
potential.”

COMMUNICATE AND ENGAGE 
When it comes to his existing players, Morgan is 
conscious of the need to strike the right balance 
between focusing on his starting 11 and giving 
sufficient attention to the rest of the squad. “You 
have to ensure you’re continually developing all of 
the players so they’re at a standard where they’re 
constantly challenging for a place in the team and 
are ready to play. For me, that’s one of the biggest 
challenges as a coach. 

“You also have to look inwards and question yourself 
constantly, asking whether you’re giving it your all, 
and whether your sessions are as good as they could 
be. I’m quite self-critical, so if a session doesn’t go to 
plan I don’t blame the players for not doing it right; 
I question whether I explained things well enough. 
The players need to leave each training session with 
a very clear picture of what they need to do to move 
forward.” 

Morgan considers good communication overall to 
be paramount, especially the one-to-ones he has 
with his players. “I’m constantly asking them what 
they think of their own individual performances and 
how they think they can improve, because coaching is 
much more effective if they take ownership of their 
development,” he says. “In doing that, I try to make 
things as informal as possible, because I want them 
to feel relaxed enough to open up and be themselves. 
When they do that I’m able to get to know them 
better, which in turn makes it easier for me to help 
them.” 

DEVELOPING YOUNG TALENT 
As well as its first and reserve teams, Leicester City 
Women runs the Leicester City Women Development 
Centre, which caters for girls’ teams from U9s right 
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“We need to be certain that any new 
recruits have the vision to push the 
club to the next level”

through to U18s. The club has carved out a key role 
in the talent pipeline for elite women’s football 
and Morgan’s aim is to enable as many of his young 
players to progress through as possible. 

The centre also plays an important part in raising 
standards across the local area, by creating exit 
strategies for players to go to other clubs, which 
may not have the resources that Leicester has, and 
allowing those clubs to use its successful training 
system. 

Morgan believes that while you need money at 
the top to attract and retain the best players, it’s 
not a prerequisite to cultivate a high-performance 
culture. “Ultimately, you need a good set of rules 
and parameters that the players can buy into, and 
reinforcement of your club culture, vision and 
values,” he says. “A lot depends on the mentality of 
your players and whether you’re able to nurture the 
right attitude and behaviours in them, and that 
they understand the sacrifices needed to make it to 
the top.” 



3030

A lot of work is done at Leicester City Women to 
prepare girls coming up through the ranks for the 
realities of first-team football, where rather than 
excelling in their age group they’ll have to really graft 
to win a place. 

“Together, we look at players currently in the first 
team and get the girls to write down what they’d 
need to do to overtake them when they come of age,” 
says Morgan. “It’s an approach that works really well, 
because it helps to manage their expectations while 
highlighting the fact that they won’t always be playing 
people of their own age. They’ll get to the point where 
they’re up against 30-year-old seasoned professionals 
and they’ll need to be able to handle that.” 

PASSION AND PROGRESS 
Morgan says women’s football today is unrecognisable 
from five years ago, with ability levels on the pitch 
increasing in tandem with the game’s professionalism 
and popularity. 

The players are training more and harder, and 
have access to better-qualified coaches, and more 
professional support in terms of sports science and 
strength and conditioning. 

Perhaps most important for Morgan as a coach, 
the players also have more of an appetite to learn 
than ever. “They challenge me more than they used 
to, because they know much more about the game, 
so it’s important that I give the rationale behind my 
decisions. That’s helped make me a better coach.” 
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“It’s important that I give 
the rationale behind 
my decisions. That’s 

helped make me a 
better coach”

The success of the Lionesses in recent years has also 
had a huge impact on women’s football, says Morgan, 
not only in terms of their performance on the pitch, 
but also their emergence as strong role models off it. 
“It’s been inspirational and in our youth set up we now 
have girls from the age of eight through to 18 coming to 
training three times a week, sacrificing so much of their 
time because of their passion for the game. 

“But I think it’s important that the women’s game 
develops organically, so the infrastructure has time 
to grow with us. If things are pushed forward too fast 
it may not prove to be sustainable. Perhaps the most 
important thing, though,” says Morgan, “is just to get 
the message out there, so that more and more people 
can see just how good the women’s game is.” 



“I wish I’d had it when I started coaching”
Sir Alex Ferguson
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Arsène Wenger
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Jose̓  Mourinho
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