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Gabriele Cioffi started his coaching career at 
Carpi in his home country of Italy, where he 
served as an assistant coach for the 2012–13 
season. In July 2013 he was appointed as the 
head coach of Gavorrano but he soon relocated 
to Australia and worked for two years as a  
youth coach for Eastern United.

He subsequently moved to the United Arab 
Emirates, where he joined Henk Ten Cate’s 
coaching staff as assistant head coach with  
Al-Jazira. After helping the club to lift the UAE 
President’s Cup and then return to the Asian 
Champions League, Cioffi joined Gianfranco 
Zola’s coaching staff at Birmingham City in  
the EFL Championship.

In October 2017 he returned to the UAE to 
become assistant manager of Al Dhafra and  
he helped save the team from relegation. 

He then moved to England to take over as 
head coach of League Two club Crawley Town in 
September 2018 and he took them to the fourth 
round of the League Cup for the first time.

Gabriele Cioffi is currently the assistant head 
coach at Udinese Calcio in Italy’s Serie A.
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“We believe that to give players 
confidence, you have to work, 
make mistakes, work on those 
mistakes and practise”

SESSION 

BUILDING UP AND 
TRANSITION TO 
DEFEND A CROSS
This session is about how we get our 
centre backs to build up play against 
two or three opponents (two strikers, or 
two strikers and one midfielder) and it 
helps players to understand what would 
be needed in the face of opposition 
pressure. It also teaches players that as 
soon as they lose the ball, they have to 
react to defending a cross from the side. 

We play with a back three at Udinese. 
Our main target is to maintain Serie 
A status but we want to do it playing 
football, not just fighting or giving only 
a defensive mindset. We want to instil 
the confidence of playing a proactive 
style of football with the understanding 
that, not being either Barcelona or 
Manchester City, there is the chance for 
us to make mistakes so we have to be 
sharp to react in emergency situations.

We are keen to give to our players as 
many tools as possible to be able to 
leave them to manage the unpredictable 
aspects of the game. We believe that 
to give players confidence, you have to 
work, make mistakes, work on those 
mistakes and practise, sometimes giving 
them the solution and sometimes letting 
them find it for themselves.

In a normal week from Sunday to 
Sunday, we are used to practising this 
session on a Friday, two days before the 
game in a low intensity session.
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We set up on half a pitch with a goal and a goalkeeper 
at one end and we position three small goals at the 
other end, each one in front of a training pole. We 
mark wide channels on either wing.

We’re using eight outfield players. The blue team 
is made up of three players, two of whom start by 
defending the small goals and a third who starts 
behind the central small goal waiting to be used. The 
opposing red team comprises of a back five, which is 
made up of three centre backs and two wing backs. 
The back five start in a compact line at the edge of 

BUILDING UP FROM THE DEFENSIVE THIRD

[1a]

GABRIELE CIOFFI
BUILDING UP AND  
TRANSITION TO  
DEFEND A CROSS

the penalty and they are defending the main goal and 
attacking the small goals.

Play starts with coach 1 throwing a high ball to the 
red team’s goalkeeper and at the same time the three 
red centre backs and the two wing backs spread out 
to the full width of the playing area. As soon as the 
goalkeeper catches the ball, he passes out to one of 
the centre backs, who combine with each other. After 
the centre backs have made a few passes between 
themselves, they switch the play to one of the wing 
backs out in the wide channels, as shown [1a].

Area:  
Half a pitch
Equipment: 
Balls, bibs, cones,  
3 training poles, 3 small 
goals, 2 full size goals 

Number of Players:  
Up to 11 players  
+ 2 goalkeepers
Session time:  
Building up: 25mins
Progression: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Play starts with 
coach 1 throwing 
a high ball to the 
goalkeeper, as the 
three red centre 
backs and two 
wing backs spread 
out to the full 
width of the pitch

After catching 
the ball, the 
keeper passes 
it to one of the 
centre backs, 
who combine 
with each other

After some combination play, the red 
centre backs switch the play to one 
of the wing backs in the wide channel. 
When the wing back has the ball under 
control, that ball is dead
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[1b]

[1c]
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When the wing back receives the ball and has it 
under control, that ball is dead. The coach then plays 
a second ball to one of the red centre backs and the 
three of them attack the blue defenders and either try 
to score in one of the mini goals, as shown [1b], or drive 
with the ball past the training poles before stopping 
with the ball. The third blue defender can join in to 
stop the second attack if needed to make it a 3v3.

The moment the second attack is dead, coach 2 
plays a third ball to the red wing back that didn’t 
receive the ball in the first attack. The red wing back 
is now supporting a blue attack and drives down the 
wing, crossing into the penalty area for the three blues 
who try to score in the main goal, as shown [1c]. The 
three red centre backs must recover in a bottleneck 
and defend against the attack.

When the first ball 
is under the control 
of the wing back, the 
coach plays a second 
ball to one of the red 
centre backs

The three red 
centre backs 
must either try 
to score in the 
mini goals, or 
drive past the 
training poles 
with the ball

The third blue 
player can join 
in to stop the 
second attack 
if needed, 
making it a 3v3

The red wing backs 
remain passive in 
the second attack
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When the 
second attack 
is dead, coach 
2 plays a third 
ball to the red 
wing back that 
didn’t receive 
the ball in the 
first attack 

The red wing back 
drives down the 
wing and crosses 
to the three blues, 
who try to score in 
the main goal

The three red 
centre backs 
recover and defend 
against the attack

1
2
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PROGRESSION

[2]

GABRIELE CIOFFI 
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We now remove the mini goals and the training poles 
and set up on half a pitch with a full size goal at each 
end and we play a game. We add another goalkeeper 
and a second full size goal. As a first progression 
we add a playmaker to the red team’s back five and 
an additional player to the blue team and we ask 

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
When in possession of the ball, we want to see 
players starting from a position where they are 
close to each other in a compact shape. Then, as 
they build through the defensive third, they should 
spread out and cover the full width of the pitch.

We want to see accuracy and quality from players 
when we stretch the play. We also want to see the 
ball carrier driving into space if there is no pressure 
on him at the time. 

If we play against a team where the stretch of 
play is not effective, we put the focus on a fast 
shifting of the ball and on driving forwards to make 
the opponents react.

Off the ball, we want to see bottleneck recovery 
runs from the three centre backs to defend, with 
the first centre backs on the near post, and the 
other two in the middle and on the far post. 

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Often the centre backs don’t recognise when 
to drive on and when to play forwards, while 
sometimes the wing backs don’t exploit the full 
width of the pitch and they don’t keep up with play 
properly. When the ball is played to one wing back, 
after a shift of play the opposite wing back is often 
still open when we would like him tucked in.

Another common mistake occurs when the centre 
backs are off the ball – they look at the ball, losing 
the opponent’s position.

the blues to emulate the playing style of our next 
opponents. As a second progression we complete the 
red midfield by adding two midfielders and we also 
add another player to the blue team.

Play starts and restarts from the red team’s keeper. 
The red team should use the principles they learnt in 
the first activity and should begin each attack from 
a position of compactness (both the defence and the 
midfield) and then they spread out, as shown [2].

Add two 
midfielders and 
a playmaker to 
the red team 
and play a 
game using the 
principles the 
players learnt 
in the first 
activity

Add a pair of 
players to the 
blue team, who 
should emulate 
the style 
of the next 
opponents

Play starts 
and restarts 
from the red 
team’s keeper

The reds 
should 
begin each 
attack from 
a position of 
compactness 
and then 
spread out
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