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Sam Rose is a professional development phase 
lead coach at Burton Albion academy. After a spell 
at Derby County as a community coach, he joined 
Burton in 2010 as the club opened its centre of 
excellence. Rose has worked as a foundation 
phase lead coach and head of coaching and has 
been leading the U18s programme since the 2015-
16 season. Holder of the UEFA ‘A’ Licence, the FA 
Advanced Youth Award, a BSc (Hons) in Sport and 
Exercise Science, and a graduate of the Premier 
League’s Elite Coach Apprenticeship Scheme 
(ECAS), he works closely with the academy 
manager and coaching staff to help develop 
players for the first-team.
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PLAYING FORWARD 
FROM THE 
DEFENSIVE THIRD
This session is aimed at developing a 
team’s decision making in possession 
when playing against an opposition that 
press high. The session is set up as a 
phase of play, using three quarters of a 

pitch, and involving at least two full units 
of two teams – for example, the 4-4 part 
of a 4-4-2 versus the 3-3 part of a 4-3-3. 
However, the closer the team organisation 
looks to the 11v11 game, the better for the 
realism of the practice.

Playing out short against a high press 
is a common theme in both development 
and performance football and it is this 
trend that can sometimes override a 
rational approach to restarts from the 
goalkeeper when in possession of the 
ball in the defensive third, with teams 
at both development and performance 
level playing out from the back at every 
opportunity, even when the opposition is 
set up to press high. Whilst it is important 
to develop well rounded players capable of 
receiving and playing under pressure, it is as 
important to develop decision making and 
an understanding of how and when to play 
forward, and to balance risk and reward. 

This session aims to develop all of 
the opportunities to play forward that a 
team has when building possession from 
the defensive third, linking the purpose 
of having possession of the ball to the 
outcomes on the pitch – playing forward 
and creating scoring opportunities. This 
session challenges players to embrace 
the significance of varying their build-up 
play, particularly when some players and 
teams are reluctant to play longer passes, 
or to play and run to spaces in-behind 
the opposition, or to take a more direct 
approach to their play.

The session also gives the coaching team 
the opportunity to coach principles of play 
both in and out of possession. Working as 
a coaching pair to ‘cancel each other out’ 
is a good way to create challenges and 
realism in the session (with one coach 
working with the team playing forward 
and the other coach working with the 
pressing team), and ultimately to create 
an environment that stresses the players’ 
decision making and tactical awareness. 

Setting the session up with a scenario 
also adds to the returns and can help 
achieve different outcomes. For example, 
the attacking team is 1-0 up, or the 
attacking team is 2-0 down. Doing so 
asks the players to link the state of the 
game to their decision making with the 
ball as a team or unit, and ultimately to 
strive for the desired outcome with the 
ball; creating a chance to score and/or 
minimising the risk of conceding a goal in 
a counter-attack.
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We set up on three quarters of a pitch with a goal and 
goalkeeper at one end and three small goals at the 
other end. We’re using 18 outfield players. The attacking 
red team has the goalkeeper and is set up with a 
back four, two midfield players and a front three. The 
blue defending team is set up with a back four, three 
midfield players and a front two. This organisation gives 
the coaches the opportunity to work with teams linked 
to both 4-4-2 and 4-3-3 formations.

The session set-up is simple and has the aim of 
replicating the game as closely as possible. The 
session starts with the red goalkeeper taking a goal 
kick, as shown [1a]. The aim for the red team is to 
build up play and score in one of the three small 
goals, while the aim for the blue team is to win 
possession of the ball and score in the main goal. 

DECISION MAKING WHEN PLAYING OUT FROM THE BACK

SAM ROSE
PLAYING FORWARD 
FROM THE 
DEFENSIVE THIRD

“The session allows the coach to develop decision 
making and to give technical and tactical detail linked  

to playing forward from the defensive third”

In this example, let’s say the attacking team (the 
reds) are 2-0 down with 30 minutes remaining. Setting 
this scenario will create a sense of urgency amongst 
the red team, encouraging them to create as many 
opportunities to score in the small goals as possible, 
with the blues working harder to defend their lead and 
create counter-attacking opportunities.

 Coaching the principles of play to the team  
in possession.
With the attacking team (the reds) 2-0 down and not 
in control of the game, it is their aim to gain control 
of the momentum and to maximise the opportunities 
they have to score, and of course to avoid conceding a 
third goal. The emphasis is therefore on their decision 
making and the outcomes with the ball. 
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[1a]

Area:  
Three quarters of pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 1 full 
size goal, 3 small goals

Number of Players:  
18 players + 1 goalkeeper
Session time:  
Session: 30mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

This is the set up 
for playing out 
from the back, with 
the goalkeeper 
playing out via the 
red number 5. The 
attacking scenario 
takes shape from 
there 

The aim 
for the red 
attacking 
team is to 
score in one 
of the three 
small goals

The aim for the 
blue defending 
team is to win 
possession of 
the ball and 
counter-attack 
the main goal
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[1b]

SAM ROSE 
PLAYING FORWARD FROM THE DEFENSIVE THIRD

The coach working with the opposition blue team 
will highlight the importance of regaining the ball, 
and therefore the blues are likely to make one of 
two decisions: to press high in the hope of regaining 
the ball around the goal, or to drop off and look 
to counter-attack from deeper in the pitch. This is 
where the session now allows the coach of the reds 
to develop decision making and to give technical and 
tactical detail linked to playing forward from the 
defensive third. The reds will either have space to 
play in front of or in behind the blue team, and the 
outcomes of their decisions here will likely affect the 
overall outcome of the session and the game scenario.

 Creating the opportunity to play forward 
against a high press.
Balancing risk and reward here is important for the 
red players, and so is the team shape. The reds should 
create support for the ball and different options to 
play forward from the goalkeeper, and/or the player in 
possession. In the diagram [1b], the red team stretch 
the pitch to create height, width and depth, creating as 
much space as possible, therefore giving the blue team 
a bigger area to defend, and importantly, giving the red 
goalkeeper options to play short, long, wide and central.

 Creating and playing into an overload.
Now that the red team have stretched the pitch, they 
have the opportunity to play short and long. The key 
here is for the goalkeeper (or player in possession 
of the ball) to identify the overload – a red front six 

against a blue back five, as shown [1b], or a red back 
six against a blue front four, as shown [1c], and to play 
quickly and effectively into that area of the pitch.

 Playing to the space in-behind.
Whether the team has played short or long, the 
emphasis must now be on playing away from pressure 
and into space. This is often either between the lines, 
or in-behind. Playing and running in-behind from 
the defensive/midfield third is an effective way of 
stretching the pitch; causing the opposition to drop 
deeper and creating spaces/passes between the lines, 
all helping to create time on the ball and opportunities 
to play forward, bypassing the press. Challenging the 
players’ decision making as to when they play short, to 
feet and in front of the opposition press, rather than 
looking to play and run forward and into space here 
is important. Passes through the pitch/opposition and 
into space will have massive benefits when playing 
against a high press in forcing the opposition to drop 
deeper and/or recover to defend their goal. 

The red team’s number 7, number 9 and number 11 
have a responsibility to hold their positions, creating 
height and width, and with well-timed movement 
and forward passes, to create opportunities to 
receive in behind. The number 8 also has the 
responsibility to run forward to create an overload in 
support of the ball. It’s important here to also coach 
the actions of the red backline once the ball has 
been played forward, making sure that they ‘play-up, 
move-up, close-up’!

Now the red team has stretched the pitch, 
they have the opportunity to play short and 
long. The key here is for the goalkeeper (or the 
player in possession of the ball) to identify 
the overload and play the pass accordingly

In this phase 
of play, the red 
front six have an 
overload against 
a blue back five

The players must 
play quickly and 
effectively, using 
longer passes to 
make use of the 
overload up front 
and get in behind 
the defenders
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SAM ROSE 
PLAYING FORWARD FROM THE DEFENSIVE THIRD

[1c]

“For this 
session 

to be 
successful, 

players 
must be 

comfortable 
playing and 
receiving 

under 
pressure”

COACHING POINTS
How do I progress the session?
Good players will quickly recognise how to beat 
the session and find ways to create success under 
the conditions. It is the coach’s responsibility to 
continue to challenge players and stress their 
decision making, linked to the state of the game. 

Players may also switch off from the theme and 
potentially resist the need to be more direct in 
their play and run in behind, or to sit off and not 
press with match intensity, as this is physically 
challenging. The coach should encourage players to 
stay engaged with the theme, the scenario and their 
specific technical/tactical responsibilities within the 
session. The coach should look for opportunities to 
positively reinforce good decisions/actions and to 
give feedback/instruction when the players don’t 
achieve the desired outcomes.

What are the key things to look for?
Both teams will need to have a good understanding 
of the basic attacking and defending principles 
of play, as well as good technically ability. This is 
a tactical practice, and therefore isn’t the type 
of session that creates opportunities for much 
technical development. That will occur in the lead-in 

session or throughout the remainder of the training 
week. For this session to be successful, players must 
be comfortable playing and receiving under pressure, 
with the ability to turn, play forward and play a 
variety of short and longer passes.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Undoubtedly players will over-play, complicate 
things and take too many touches. Of course, 
there are times in a game when it is appropriate 
to stay on the ball and put passes together, but 
this isn’t that type of session. Ideally, the red team 
will create lots of opportunities to score in the 
three small goals. The likelihood is that they won’t 
achieve this by playing slowly and overcomplicating 
their play if the opposition are pressing effectively.

How long does the session last?
This is the type of session that can’t be rushed. 
Trying to improve tactical awareness and to get the 
optimum repetition of decision making takes time. 
It’s worth allocating at least 30 minutes to this 
session. Giving the session a bit of time to develop 
is important. It may not be until later in the session 
that the best learning takes place, when the session 
finds a natural ebb and flow, and both teams have 
chance to settle in to the scenario.

In this 
scenario the 
opposition 
blues are 
pressing high

The red back six are playing against 
a blue front four and must recognise 
this as an opportunity to pass short, 
using the space between the lines to 
get forwards and beat the high press 
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