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A defender who played for Spurs, Norwich City 
and West Ham United, Mark Bowen began his 
coaching career with the Wales national side, as 
a member of Mark Hughes’s back room team. 

He subsequently served as Steve Bruce’s 
assistant manager at both Crystal Palace and 
Birmingham City, earning promotion to the 
Premier League with the latter.

He teamed up with Hughes again as assistant 
manager at Blackburn Rovers, Manchester City, 
Fulham, QPR, Stoke City and Southampton. He 
also enjoyed one game as caretaker manager of 
QPR for the club’s 2012 Premier League fixture 
with Manchester United.

He was most recently the manager of EFL 
Championship side Reading, a club he had 
previously served as its sporting director.
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“In the modern game, when 
defenders are judged on their 
attacking instincts and qualities 
on the ball, sometimes the skill 
of defending is overlooked”

SESSION 

DEFENDING 1v1 AND 
AGAINST OVERLOADS 
This training session is aimed at 
educating defenders in the skillsets, 
communication ability and decision 
making needed when they are goal-side 
of the ball and defending in either a 1v1 
scenario or in an overload situation.

In the modern game, when defenders 
are judged so much on their attacking 
instincts and on their qualities on the 
ball, sometimes the skill of defending 
is overlooked. But I believe that good, 
conscientious defenders actually pride 
themselves on the defensive aspects  
of their game. 

This is a session that I would run fairly 
regularly but perhaps more importantly 
I would use it when we are due to face 
a team that plays in a more counter-
attacking style, thus mirroring the type 
of situations that defenders will face at 
certain times during a game.

In this session defenders are put in 
situations where their decision making is 
important, so to get the best out of the 
players, coaches can make this session 
reward-driven by introducing a forfeit 
for the attackers or defenders that 
come off worst.
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We set up in the final third of the pitch with a full 
size goal and a goalkeeper at one end and a central 
attacking channel the width of the goal marked with 
cones outside the penalty area. We’re using 12 outfield 
players split into seven attackers and five defenders, 
although numbers can vary depending on needs.

We start the session with the coach feeding a ball 
to the first attacker, who goes 1v1 against the first 
defender and tries to score in the goal. 

The body shape of the defender is very important 
and he should get low and try to show the attacker 
onto the player’s weaker side if possible.

DEFENDING 1v1, 2v1 & 3v1

[1]

MARK BOWEN
DEFENDING 1v1 AND 
AGAINST OVERLOADS
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To progress the activity, two extra attackers can 
be added to the 1v1, with one placed on either side 
of the central attacking channel, making it first a 
2v1 and then a 3v1. The additional attackers can only 
be used to bounce the ball off in order to help the 
main attacker get around the defender, as shown [1], 
but the defender mustn’t get beaten by wall passes 
and should not follow the ball – he should keep his 
attention on the main attacker at all times.

We play so each defender and attacker has three 
or four goes at the 1v1 before progressing the session 
every six minutes.

Area:  
Up to three quarters of 
pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 2 goals
Number of Players:  
Up to 20 players  
+ 2 goalkeepers

Session time:  
Defending 1v1, 2v1 & 3v1: 
20mins
Defending 2v2, 3v2 & 4v2: 
20mins
10v10 game: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

The coach starts play by feeding 
a ball to the first attacker in a 
channel the width of the goal 

The first attacker goes 1v1 
against the first defender, 
who should try to stop the 
attacker scoring

Progress by adding additional 
attackers who can be used for 
a bounce pass to help the main 
attacker get past the defender, 
making it first 2v1 and then 3v1

1
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“As the session progresses, the importance of communication grows 
and defenders have important decisions to make”

DEFENDING 2v2, 3v3 & 4v3
[2a]

MARK BOWEN 
DEFENDING 1v1 AND AGAINST OVERLOADS1
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We progress the session further by increasing the 
width of the playing area. The size of the central 
attacking channel is now the width of the six-yard box.

We start by running a 2v2. The coach feeds a ball 

to one of the attackers in the central channel and the 
pair go up against the two defenders, who must try to 
stop the attackers from getting past them and scoring 
in the goal, as shown [2a].

Progress by increasing the width 
of the playing area. The central 
attacking channel is now the width 
of the six-yard box 

The coach feeds a ball 
to a pair of attackers in 
the central channel, who 
attack in a 2v2

The two defenders must try to 
stop the attackers from getting 
past them and scoring in the goal

1 2
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MARK BOWEN 
DEFENDING 1v1 AND AGAINST OVERLOADS

[2b]

“When the defenders are outnumbered, they have the opportunity to 
make it a 1v1 or a 2v2 by forcing play into a wide area”
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After running the activity as a 2v2, we progress it 
first to 3v3 and then subsequently to a 4v3 attacking 
overload, as shown [2b], with the attacking channel 
now increased to the width of the penalty area.

As the session progresses, the importance of 
communication grows and defenders have important 
decisions to make about when not to be passive. 
When the defenders are outnumbered, they have the 
opportunity to make it a 1v1 or a 2v2 in a wide area by 
forcing the play into these areas and their body shape 
and level of aggression should reflect this. 

To progress the session further, the area size should 

increase each time an additional defender is added, 
although we never actually go to full width as we don’t 
want the distances to be too large – so it encourages 
the defenders to be brave and not passive. Another 
progression can be to add a single deep midfielder to 
supply the attackers, so the defenders can get caught 
out by runs in behind and have to react to the threat.

The coach should call obvious offsides and use 
plenty of praise when defenders get things right. 
Play each progression in blocks of about six minutes, 
constantly rotating personnel. After each block review 
what the players are seeing and learning.

3 Add a fourth active attacker and 
then run it for six minutes with a 
4v3 attacking overload

Here the outnumbered red defenders 
press successfully and have forced 
the attack out wide, where they have 
the chance to make it a 1v1

The attacking channel is now 
increased to the width of the 
penalty area. Add a defender 
and first run it as a series of 
3v3 attacks for six minutes 

1

2
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10v10 GAME

[3]

MARK BOWEN 
DEFENDING 1v1 AND AGAINST OVERLOADS

We finish the session with a game. We set up a 
playing area between the penalty spots of the pitch 
with a goal and a goalkeeper at each end. We mark 
two equal-sized end zones either side of a 20-yard 
central zone.

We’re using 18 outfield players split into two teams 
of 10 including goalkeepers, with a 2v2 locked in the 
central zone and four attackers going up against 

three defenders in each end zone. This creates an 
attacking overload for each team at the end they are 
attacking and means the defenders have plenty of 
opportunities to implement what they have learnt in 
the session so far. 

Play starts and restarts with a ball played from a 
goalkeeper to the defenders and play should be built 
up through the midfield, as shown [3].

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look out for? 
It is important to encourage the attackers to be 
bright and fluid in their movement and not just 
play and move in straight lines. Overlaps from 
the attackers are desirable in order to give the 
defenders decisions to make.

Defenders always have to be mindful of their body 
shape, their distances from one another and from 
the ball, and their communication with each other. 
They shouldn’t be passive and should always show 
they have an awareness of exactly where they are in 
relation to the goal and where they are on the pitch.

The goalkeepers also have a big part to play in 
the success of this training session, using clear 
communication with their defenders.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Typical mistakes that players might make include 
not recognising those key moments when attackers 
are vulnerable, whether that is by having a poor first 
touch, playing the ball on their weaker side, or being 
left isolated by poor movement made by their team 
mates.

Let defenders learn from their mistakes and give 
them time to get things right. As a coach, don’t 
always step in and correct things too early. 
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Play starts with 
a ball from the 
goalkeeper to one 
of the defenders

It’s 2v2 in the 
central zone

The team in possession 
has a 4v3 overload in the 
end zone it is attacking

Here the outnumbered 
defenders win the ball 
and launch a counter-
attack

3 1

2 4
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