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Dean Smith began his coaching career in 2005 
working with the youth players at Leyton Orient 
but it wasn’t long before he was appointed the 
club’s assistant manager, a position he occupied 
until January 2009. 

He subsequently became head of youth at 
Walsall, but in January 2011, with the team 
nine points adrift at the foot of League One, 
he accepted the role of caretaker manager. He 
successfully lifted the club out of the relegation 
zone and he was given the manager’s job on 
a permanent basis when safety was assured. 
He went on to lead Walsall to the final of the 
Football League Trophy in 2015 before leaving to 
manage Championship club Brentford. 

After a ninth place finish in his first season in 
charge, Smith substantially rebuilt the Brentford 
side and earned praise for creating a team that 
played attractive, passing football.

He was appointed as Aston Villa manager in 
October 2018 and took the club from 14th in the 
Championship to the Premier League in his first 
season. In 2020 he led the club to runners up 
spot in the League Cup.

He is a graduate of the LMA’s Certificate of 
Applied Management at Warwick University, a 
recipient of the LMA’s special achievement award, 
and a member of the LMA Board.

John Terry is a former England captain and 
a Chelsea legend. He has been assistant head 
coach of Aston Villa since October 2018 and was 
a vital part of the coaching team that oversaw 
Villa’s return to the Premier League in 2019.  

John left the club in July 2021 to pursue his 
own managerial aspirations.
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“The players get out of it what they 
put in and they will find it beneficial 
to their roles within the team”

SESSION 

DEFENDING THE BOX
This session is all about the back four 
and the real basics of defending. It 
teaches players that if one player goes 
for a header, the other defenders should 
be covering around the area for any 
flick-ons that they can pick up.

When a player goes up for a header the 
other three defenders have to always 
anticipate their player will lose the 
ball and make sure they are covering 
at all times, we call this the “what if?” 
scenario. If your player wins the ball, 
squeeze up to become a back four again.

We always say to the players: ‘this is 
one of the most boring bits of the job’ 
but in some ways it’s one of the most 
critical. For that reason, it is something 
we would have as our focus on either a 
daily or a weekly basis. They might cover 
around 99 times in a season, but it’s 
that one time they don’t that could cost 
us three points and a league position, 
so it’s always really important to get the 
basics of defending right. If you do the 
basics really well, everything else should 
take care of itself.

The first bit of the session is not 
about the players enjoying it, but as 
they progress through the session, the 
players get out of it what they put in 
and they will find it beneficial to their 
roles within the team.

We would run this once or twice 
a week, usually on a Tuesday and a 
Thursday. The Tuesday session would 
be more about us and what our defence 
needs to focus on as a back four, 
whereas the Thursday would be more 
about the coming match and looking at 
the opposition players and what they do. 

We would hold a meeting before the 
session to focus on the opposition 
strikers and wingers. We take a look 
at what they tend to do, what foot 
they prefer, what their strengths and 
weaknesses are, and we get our players 
to consider whether they need to show 
their opponent inside or outside and 
whether they need to press them and 
be engaging them in and around the box.
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We set up for a moving and covering activity in 
the final third of the pitch with four mannequins 
positioned, as shown, and a further mannequin on 
each of the wings. Two small goals are positioned on 
the edge of the final third to be used in a later part of 
the session and a full size goal is in its usual position. 
We’re using eight outfield players, split into a blue 
back four and a red back four.

PRESS AND RECOVER

[1a]

DEAN SMITH & JOHN TERRY
DEFENDING THE BOX

There is no ball in this part of the session as 
it’s all about the movement by the defenders. 
When the coach calls the colour of a mannequin, 
the players react accordingly and take up 
positions relative to the colour of mannequin 
called, as shown [1a]. 

When the coach calls the colour of a different 
mannequin, the players reposition themselves 

Area:  
Final third of pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
6 mannequins,  
2 small target goals,  
1 full size goal

Number of Players:  
8 players + 1 goalkeeper
Session time:  
Press and recover: 5mins
Defending crosses: 6mins
Defending the box: 7mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

When the coach calls the 
colour of a mannequin, the 
players react accordingly and 
take up positions relative to 
the colour of mannequin called

1
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[1c]

DEAN SMITH & JOHN TERRY 
DEFENDING THE BOX

again, shifting as a unit, with the nearest player 
pressing the relevant mannequin, as shown [1b]. 

On calling a wide mannequin, the players must cover 
a greater area and position themselves accordingly, 
moving as a unit, as shown [1c].

We would run this in six blocks of 30 seconds, 
performed at increasing speeds.

“There is no ball in this part 
of the session as it’s all about 
movement by the defenders”

When the coach calls the colour of 
a different mannequin, the players 
reposition, shifting as a unit. The nearest 
player presses the relevant mannequin

On calling a wide mannequin, 
the players must cover a 
greater area and position 
themselves accordingly

1
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DEAN SMITH & JOHN TERRY 
DEFENDING THE BOX

DEFENDING CROSSES

[2a]

[2b]

We add a goalkeeper to the previous set-up and the 
small goals are now used as targets for an out ball 
from the defenders. We’re using a back four defending 
the goal and two wide attackers on each flank, who 
must combine at match tempo to deliver crosses into 
the penalty area. We want to see the back four focus 
on heading, making clearances into safe areas, and 
using clear communication and good covering play.

We use the mini goals as an out ball, can we turn 
our clearances into passes? These are the positions we 
work on our wide players to be in so we can get on the 

attack. If this isn’t possible, a good connection on the 
ball to put out for a throw in as we don’t take any risks.

When the wide players cross the ball into the 
penalty area, the defenders should position 
themselves to clear the ball into the small goals if 
possible, as shown [2a]. The coach stands outside 
the penalty area and can shoot at goal if he picks up 
any poor clearances. We run it with three sets of two 
crosses from each side and we change the back four.

Next we use the same set-up, but this time the 
goalkeeper starts play by passing the ball out wide 
to the opposition attacker and the full back must 
sprint out to try and block the cross, as shown 
[2b]. If he fails to block the cross, he must quickly 

The wide 
players 
combine at 
match tempo 
to cross the 
ball into the 
penalty area

The defenders should 
position themselves to clear 
the ball into the small goals

The coach stands outside the 
penalty area and can shoot at goal 
if he picks up any poor clearances

This time the goalkeeper starts play by passing 
the ball out wide to the opposition wide attacker

The full back must sprint out to try to block the cross2

1

1
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[2c]

[2d]

DEAN SMITH & JOHN TERRY 
DEFENDING THE BOX

recover back inside the penalty area to pick up any 
rebounds and knockdowns, while another defender 
protects the goalkeeper and a third covers him, as 
shown [2c]. If the cross reaches the opposite wing or 
is cleared there, play continues without interruption, 
with the wide attacker on that side crossing back 
into the penalty area and the back four positioning 

themselves accordingly, as shown [2d]. Again, the 
coach stands outside the penalty area and can shoot 
at goal if he picks up any poor clearances. We run 
it with three sets of two crosses from each side, 
changing the back four as needed.

If we have any extra players, we can progress the 
activity by getting them to act as strikers.

If the full back fails to block the cross, he must 
quickly recover back inside the penalty area to 
pick up any rebounds and knockdowns

Another defender drops to 
protect the goalkeeper and 
a third covers the skeeper

If the cross is 
cleared to the 
opposite wing, 
play continues 
without 
interruption, 
with the wide 
attacker on that 
side crossing 
back into the 
penalty area 

The back four position themselves 
according to the threat anad the 
nearest presses the ball

The coach stands outside the penalty 
area and can shoot at goal if he picks 
up any poor clearances.

2
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DEFENDING THE BOX

[3a]

DEAN SMITH & JOHN TERRY 
DEFENDING THE BOX

Using the same set-up as in the previous activity, 
the four attackers now position themselves as two 
strikers and two wide players. The back four line 
up as normal. The aim for the attackers is to try 
and circulate the ball to set up shooting or crossing 
opportunities.

The coach begins play with a shot at goal, which 
the defenders attempt to block. The goalkeeper 
collects the ball and distributes to one of the wide 
players, as shown [3a], while the nearest defender 
presses the ball. When the ball moves inside, the 
defenders move across as a unit, replicating the 

“We want to see the defending team shifting and moving together, getting 
pressure on the ball, stopping shots and clearing crosses”

The coach begins play with a shot at goal, 
which the defenders attempt to block 

The goalkeeper collects the 
ball and distributes to one of 
the wide attacking players

The nearest defender 
presses the ball

1

2
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[3b]

[3c]

DEAN SMITH & JOHN TERRY 
DEFENDING THE BOX

movements practised in the first exercise, as shown 
[3b]. When the ball goes into a crossing position, the 
defenders drop deeper with one defender protecting 
in front of the goalkeeper and one covering him 
behind, as shown [3c].

We want to see the defending team shifting 
and moving together, getting pressure on the ball, 
stopping shots and clearing crosses.

Play always restarts with a throw from the 
goalkeeper. We play for six minutes.

When the ball is played inside, 
the defenders move across as a 
unit, replicating the movements 
practised in the first exercise 

The nearest defender 
presses the ball

When the ball goes into a crossing 
position, the defenders drop deeper 

One defender drops to protect in 
front of the goalkeeper and one 
covers behind
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