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Manager of League Two side Newport County, 
Michael Flynn enjoyed four separate spells 
at the club as a player. Starting his coaching 
career while still playing for the club, he served 
as academy director before taking on his first 
management role as player-manager of Undy 
Athletic in the Welsh league in 2015.

He returned to Newport County as first-team 
coach just months later and in March 2017 he 
was appointed caretaker manager, with Newport 
11 points adrift at the bottom of League Two. 
Flynn led the team to Football League survival, 
avoiding relegation with a win in the final match 
of the campaign.

He was appointed Newport manager on a 
permanent basis in May 2017 and led the club on 
an FA Cup run that saw the team defeat Leeds 
United and take Spurs to a replay at Wembley. 
The following season, Flynn led Newport on 
another impressive FA Cup run, beating Premier 
League Leicester City and Championship side 
Middlesbrough before losing to Manchester City. 
He also led Newport to the 2019 EFL League 
Two play-off final.
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“When breaking out of our 
defensive stability, pace and 
precision are the weapons”

SESSION 

BREAKING OUT 
FROM DEFENSIVE 
STABILITY
This session is about defensive stability 
when playing in a 4-2-3-1 formation 
against possession-based teams, with 
a focus on breaking out quickly from a 
turnover of possession. It also looks at 
dealing with pressure, particularly when 
playing away from home.

The ability to counter-attack with 
pace and quality comes with good 
defensive stability and shouldn’t be 
something that compromises team 
shape, especially with a twin defensive 
screen. Players get their buy in with 
delay tactics and risk-over-reward 
methods that are always a huge part 
of our training programme. We have 
won many games with less possession 
and generated far greater chances for 
than chances against. Crucially, after 
running this session the players have 
the confidence to demonstrate a ‘tough 
to beat’ intelligence that has been key 
to our performances at Newport for 
several years.

Our ‘break out’ strategy has evolved 
over time (something that managers 
don’t always seem to get), but its key 
component is all about quickly getting 
the ball to our ball carriers. These 
are defined as players able to cope in 
tight situations and they frequently 
demonstrate the ability to succeed in 
1v1 situations.

When breaking out of our defensive 
stability, pace and precision are the 
main weapons. We need to ensure the 
break out is direct and towards goal so 
that we don’t lose momentum.
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We set up a playing area divided into three zones, as 
shown [1], with a goal and a goalkeeper at each end. 
We’re using 12 outfield players split into two teams 
of six. Each team is set up in a defensive 2-3-1 shape 
and we play a 6v6 game plus goalkeepers. 

When the opposition plays out from the back, the 
attacker from the out of possession team drops off 
into the central zone to keep shape. If the defending 
team wins the ball, they can create a 3v2 or a 4v2 in 
the attacking zone.

The key points for the defending team are…

DEFENSIVE STABILITY FROM THE FRONT

[1]

MICHAEL FLYNN
BREAKING OUT  
FROM DEFENSIVE  
STABILITY
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•  The first defender should try to show the 
opposition one way.

•  The defenders in behind should try to show the 
opposition inside.

•  The central defenders defend the ball and stay 
goal side.

The defending team should look to intercept the ball 
or force a mistake. After winning the ball, they should 
counter-attack by running or passing forwards. We 
also want to see supporting players threatening in 
behind by making overlapping runs with pace.

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

Number of Players:  
Up to 19 outfield players  
+ 2 goalkeepers
Session time:  
From the front: 20mins
Stop the switch of play: 20mins
11v11 game: 20mins
Breaking out: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Each team is set up in a 
defensive 2-3-1 shape. 
Play starts with a pass 
out from the keeper

When the blue 
defenders have the 
ball, the red attacker 
drops into the central 
zone to keep shape

When the reds win 
the ball, they counter-
attack in a 3v2 or 4v2

The supporting reds 
make overlapping 
runs to threaten the 
blue defence
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[2a]

[2b]
DENY THE 
SWITCH

MICHAEL FLYNN
BREAKING OUT FROM DEFENSIVE STABILITY

We set up a playing area on three-quarters of a pitch 
(or 70 yards long and full width) with a full size goal 
at one end and two small goals at the other end. We 
position one goalkeeper at each end. The keeper at 
the end with the two goals must defend both.

We’re using 19 outfield players split into a red team 
of nine outfield players who attack the two small 
goals, and a blue team of 10 outfield players who 
attack the main goal with an overload, as shown [2a]. 
The reds are set up in as if they were in a 4-2-3-1 

STOPPING THE SWITCH OF PLAY
formation but minus the striker and the blues are set 
up in a 4-3-3 formation.

The objectives for the red team are to defend 
narrow and stop the switch of play – and if they can’t, 
they should delay the first contact. 

As shown in the first phase of play [2b], the reds use 
good movement off the ball to deny the switch of play. 

As shown in the second phase of play [2c], the reds 
use good movement off the ball to force the play 
backwards.
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The reds have 9 
outfield players. They 
attack the two small 
goals and are set up 
in a 4-2-3-1 but minus 
the striker

The blues have 10 
outfield players. They 
are set up in a 4-3-3 
and attack the main 
goal with an overload

The reds use good 
movement to deny the 
switch. Here the blue 
CDM drops to receive 
from the FB but the 
red 10 presses, forcing 
the ball back to where 
it came from

The red right FB is 
ready to press the blue 
left winger should a 
pass be made

The red CM comes 
across to block the 
passing channel

The red right 
winger presses 
the blue left FB

The red left winger 
tucks in to press the 
attacking blue CM and 
cover the blue right FB

The red left FB 
tucks in to cover 
any switch of play

The blue team’s 
keeper has to 
defend both 
small goals

The reds should defend 
narrow and stop the 
switch of play. Here they 
intercept the ball when 
it’s switched and launch 
a counter-attack
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MICHAEL FLYNN
BREAKING OUT FROM DEFENSIVE STABILITY

11v11 GAME

[3]

Using the same set up as shown in the previous 
activity, we add the striker back into the team set up 

in a 4-2-3-1 formation and play an 11v11 game, putting 
all the coaching points into action, as shown [3].
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[2c]
FORCING 
DIRECTION 
OF PLAY

“When out of possession we want to see players defending  
narrow and recognising they should stop split passes”

The red CDMs block 
the passing channels 
to the blue striker

The red 10 presses 
near to the blue CM 
when he receives, 
forcing him to pass 
backwards and 
preventing a switch 
or forward play

The reds use good 
movement off the 
ball to force the play 
backwards. The red 
right FB presses the 
blue left winger as 
soon as he receives

The red left winger tucks in 
to be ready to press the blue 
CM or block the blue right FB

Play an 11v11 game 
and put all the 
coaching points into 
action. The reds 
attack the two small 
goals and are set up 
in a 4-2-3-1.

The blues are set 
up in a 4-3-3 and 
attack the main 
goal

The reds use 
good off the ball 
movement to press 
the blues and 
force them to play 
backwards so they 
can intercept
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BREAKING OUT FROM DEFENSIVE STABILITY

[4a]

MICHAEL FLYNN
BREAKING OUT FROM DEFENSIVE STABILITY

This activity is aimed at teaching the players to 
understand when and how to play through, around 
or over the opposition based on the type of pressure 
applied. It also teaches players to understand when 
and how to combine, create and finish in the attacking 
third of the pitch.

We set up as shown on three quarters of a pitch 
with a goal and a goalkeeper at each end and we 
place four mannequins on each side of a central box, 
as shown. Either side of the central box is a 10-yard 
channel and a penalty area.

We’re using 19 outfield players split into three teams 
of six and a neutral yellow floater who plays for the 

team in possession. The reds and the blues go up 
against each other, set up with a 3v3 in each half of 
the central box and with the yellow floater positioned 
between the two halves, while the third team (the 
whites) are positioned around the edge of the central 
box as shown. The players are locked in their areas.

Play starts with a pass from the coach to one of the 
teams in the central box who must make seven passes 
using the help of any of the players on their team plus 
the floater and the outside players before being freed 
up to play a through ball into the opposition penalty 
area, as shown [4a]. A team mate should run onto the 
through ball and take a shot at goal.
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Play starts with a pass 
from the coach to one 
of the teams in the 
central box. Here he 
passes to the blues  

The possession 
team must make 
seven passes in 
the central box 
with the help of 
the yellow floater 
in the middle and 
any of the white 
outside players

The reds and the blues go up 
against each other with one 
ball. There’s a 3v3 in each half 
of the central box. The players 
are locked in their areas

After making 
seven passes the 
possession team 
can play a through 
ball into the 
opposition penalty 
area for a team 
mate to run onto
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MICHAEL FLYNN
BREAKING OUT FROM DEFENSIVE STABILITY
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At the same moment the through ball is played, the 
out of possession team receives another ball from 
the coach in the central area at the other end so they 
can play a through ball straight away and have a go at 
finishing as well, as shown [4b].

During the possession phase in the central box, if 
the ball is passed to one of the wide players outside, 
they can combine with any player before they put a 
cross in for a runner to shoot from, as shown [4c]. 
In this instance, the player is not restricted by the 
seven-pass trigger, just by the combination rule.

When in possession we want to see teams playing 
through, around or over. When out of possession we 
want to see them defending narrow and recognising 
they should stop split passes, forcing the play wide 
and protecting the space behind.

When attacking we want to see that teams 
understand how and when to combine in order to 
create scoring chances. When in possession in the 
final third they should attack with width and depth 
and when out of possession they should protect the 
middle, force play wide and prevent crosses.

The reds can play 
a through ball 
straight away 
and have a go 
at finishing too, 
so there is the 
potential for a 
goal at each end

The blue attacker runs onto 
the throughball and finishes. 
But as soon as the blues have 
played the through ball, the 
reds receive another ball from 
the coach in the central box 
at the other end 

[4b]

“We want to see players defending 
successfully in 1v1s, showing opponents 

away from goal and blocking shots”

2
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COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
In our initial defensive stability phase, we are 
constantly looking for defenders to work hard: 
defending successfully in 1v1s, showing opponents 
away from goal, blocking shots, and playing forward 
with weight. We also want to see a good use of the 
body, the back four defending as a unit, smart cover 
positioning, good communication and an eye on who 
can deal with the greatest danger. 

For midfielders, we want to see a blocking 
screen, with players pivoting across when needed, 
pressing, covering and stopping any split passes 
that may break our back four and midfield units 
apart. There must be front-foot interceptions when 

breaking out and quick counter-attacking on the 
turnover of possession.

For our striker, it’s a case of dealing with the deep 
central midfielder, with a condition to stop switches 
of play in order to help team mates adjust in behind 
and gain healthy starting positions quickly. We also 
want to see availability on regaining possession, as 
the first pass is crucial to retaining the play and it is 
important that the next movement should be forward. 

Players capable of taking opponents on are pivotal 
to the break out succeeding and the knock on 
effect will be to reorganise as a team defensively 
whilst in break out mode. 

These sessions are designed to extend and over-
exaggerate aspects of team defending. Therefore, it 
is important to finish with a game situation to test 
the team’s understanding.
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If the ball is passed to a wide 
outside player, he can combine with 
a player from the possession team 
before putting a cross in, even if 
they haven’t made seven passes

A runner can 
break out of the 
central box to 
meet the cross 
and shoot

[4c]

MICHAEL FLYNN
BREAKING OUT FROM DEFENSIVE STABILITY
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