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FROM THE CHAIRMAN 
Welcome to the September 2021 issue of Elite Soccer. 
In this month’s magazine we have five brand new 
training sessions written by some of the leading 
managers and coaches in the professional game. 

We are delighted to kick off this issue with a 
session written for us by Abel Ferreira, the Copa 
Libertadores winning coach of Brazilian team 
Palmeiras. He has shared a session plan that he 
uses with his players to reinforce some of his key 
principles and patterns of play.

Jonathan Morgan was named the FA Women’s 
Championship LMA Manager of the Year last season 
after leading Leicester City Women to promotion 
to the WSL and he has shared a session aimed at 
encouraging an aggressive press from his players.

The highly respected Mark Bonner took his 
Cambridge United side to promotion to League One 
last season and in this issue of Elite Soccer he shares 
a session focused on the movement of midfield 
players and their receiving skills to pass forwards.

Watford FC academy coach Paul Barry has a wealth 
of experience working with the foundation phase and 
he has written a session that will give players plenty 

of opportunities to score from longer range, as well 
as giving them the chance to rehearse close-range 
shooting, rebounds and finishing from crosses.

We also have a simple activity from FA coach 
educator Yasar Latif that supports players with their 

understanding of movement off-the-ball so they can 
engage opposition defenders and combine with others 
to play forwards.

I hope you find that this month’s sessions will  
assist your coaching. We will return next month  
with another five training sessions to help develop 
your team.
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“We are delighted to kick 
off this issue with a training 
session written by Abel Ferreira, 
the Copa Libertadores winning 
coach of Palmeiras”
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In a 14-year professional playing career, Abel 
Ferreira starred as a right back for Portuguese 
clubs Penafiel, Vitoria de Guimaraes, Braga and 
Sporting Lisbon. With Sporting, he was twice a 
winner of the country’s main cup competition, 
the Taça de Portugal.

After hanging up his playing boots at Sporting 
in 2011, he immediately turned to coaching, at 
first working with the club’s junior players before 
progressing to managing their reserve team, 
Sporting B, in the Segunda Liga.

In February 2015 he was appointed manager 
at Braga B, again in the second division but in 
April 2017, Ferreira was promoted to manager 
of Braga’s first team. In his first full season in 
charge he led the club to a fourth place finish in 
the Primeira Liga and qualification to the Europa 
League’s third qualifying round. 

After a spell in Greece with PAOK, Ferreira 
moved to Brazil in 2020 to take over as manager 
of Palmeiras, where he has enjoyed significant 
success. In January 2021, he led Palmeiras to 
victory over fellow Brazilians, Santos, in the 
final of the 2020 Copa Libertadores, becoming 
only the third manager from outside of South 
American to lift the trophy of the continent’s 
most prestigious club cup competition. 

He followed this up by winning the Copa do 
Brasil in March 2021, becoming the first foreign 
manager to win the Brazilian Cup.

MANAGER PROFILE 

ABEL FERREIRA 
PALMEIRAS

SESSION 

MOMENTS OF  
THE GAME
This session is about different moments of 
the game, the tactics and match principles 
of each moment, and the behaviour we want 
from our players in each moment. 

We believe that in modern football one of 
the most important things for teams that 
want to compete for titles is that they need 
to be ‘balanced’. They need to have game 
patterns and understand they can be stronger 
in one moment of the game than in others, 
but they can’t be weak in any moment. 

More than ever, football is being decided 
by small details, and no match will have the 
same context for 90 minutes. For that reason, 
we need to prepare players for this variability 
in the game. Specifically, this session will 
put players through three types of match 
context: a more defensive situation, where 
our opponents are pressing; a situation where 
we want to pressure our opponents high to 
win possession; and a third context where we 
flood the opponent’s box, looking to score. 

We can only do this exercise when players 
understand the principles they need in a 
specific zone. When they understand it, they 
need to practise in the specific zone, in a 
situation as close to the game as possible. 
Players are easily motivated to do this 
exercise and enjoy it because they see the 
similarities to a real match situation.

To create these contexts in training, more 
than using different exercises, we need to put 
players in different zones of the pitch (the 
specific zone for the relevant type of moment) 
and create rules that simulate what we want.  

We divide the pitch into zones and channels. 
In this type of exercise the most important 
parts are the zones as we have different 
offensive and defensive principles for each 
zone. If we want specific training, it’s very 
important to work on the principles in the 
zone that we want them to happen. 

Although we can create the context in 
training, it is not so specific as to be like 
a real match, because the pressure to try 
to draw a game when we are losing in the 
championship is different than in training.  
For instance, the emotion and pressure are 
much higher on a match day. However, this is 
a good preparation for the players.

We would run this type of exercise once 
in the first days of a training cycle, usually 
matchday +1 or +2.

4
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We set up on two thirds of a pitch with a full size 
goal and a goalkeeper at one end and four small 
goals just over the halfway line at the other end. 
Zones and channels are marked on the pitch, as 
shown in the diagrams.

In this exercise we are using 15 outfield players, 
split into a red team of seven defenders and 
midfielders who start off defending the normal goal 
and counter-attacking the four small goals, and a 
blue team of eight attackers and midfielders who 
start defending the four small goals and attack the 
normal goal. A second goalkeeper starts beyond the 
four small goals to act as a bounce player for the 
counter-attacking red team.

Play initially starts and restarts with the blue 
team who need to build an attack on the normal 
goal, creating a situation that means if they lose 
possession they are able to react quickly and  

INTER-SECTORIAL GAME

[1a]

ABEL FERREIRA
MOMENTS OF 
THE GAME

1

2

3

4

5

6

7
ZONE 3 ZONE 1

ZONE 3 ZONE 1

ZONE 3 ZONE 1ZONE 1ZONE 3

ZONE 3 ZONE 1

ZONE 3 ZONE 1

ZONE 3 ZONE 1

ZONE 3 ZONE 1

strongly press the ball to block the transition of the 
opponents to counter-attack. 

The defending red team will start by preferably 
holding an organized defensive line, defending in  
zone 1 (the team’s defensive sector). Their main aim is 
to defend the normal goal, and win the ball to make 
an offensive transition to attack one of the four small 
goals. This team will work as if in control of the game 
without the ball and counter-attack zone 3 on winning 
it (zone 3 is their attacking play area).

When the blues are attacking the main goal we 
want to see them trying to create superiority in one 
of the three central channels. They should always 
try to aggressively attack the space in depth, with 
movements both with and without the ball and they 
should attack the penalty area with as many players 
as possible at the moment the ball is crossed, as 
shown [1a].

Area:  
Two-thirds of pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 4 small 
goals, 2 full size goals
Number of Players:  
Up to 20 players  
+ 2 goalkeepers

Session time:  
Inter-sectorial game: 
25mins
Control game: 30mins
Context game: 10mins 

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

The blues should create 
superiority in one of the 
three central channels 
and try to flood the 
penalty area with players 
when a cross comes in

Play starts and restarts 
with the blues on the 
ball and they aggressively 
attack the main goal

The main aim for the red 
team is to hold their line 
in zone 1 and defend the 
main goal. They should 
try to control the game 
without possession and 
secure the space in the 
inside channels. They 
counter-attack if they 
win the ball

1

2

3
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[1c]

[1b]

ABEL FERREIRA 
MOMENTS OF THE GAME

When defending, the red team should always look 
to secure the inside channels, stopping the opposition 
from winning the space in depth. We want to see good 
positioning in the box and effective marking to defend 
the goal. 

When they win possession the reds should quickly 
counter-attack the four small goals and to do this, 
they need to break the aggressive pressure of the 
blues. To score they can use the help of a second 
goalkeeper positioned beyond the small goals as a 
bounce player, as shown [1b]. 

When counter-attacking, the reds only have seven 
seconds to score. If they go over this time limit, the 
game stops and restarts with the blues again.

After seven minutes the teams switch places. The 

blues now defend the normal goal and counter-attack 
the four small goals. The reds now defend the four 
small goals and start with the ball.

The new objective for the red team of seven 
defenders and midfielders is to score in the main goal. 
To do so, they have the support of the extra keeper 
to help in the circulation of ball from behind, acting 
like a central defender. The reds will be encouraged to 
create danger, with their full backs working as wingers 
and arriving in the penalty area, and the midfielders 
creating danger with movements into the depths and 
dribbles to create space, as shown [1c]. This team will 
have an attitude of clear offensive aggression, as can 
happen in certain moments of the game, usually when 
we are losing and we need to chase a good result. 
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If the reds win the ball, 
they should quickly 
transition to counter-
attack one of the four 
small goals. After gaining 
possession they have just 
seven seconds to score

To score the reds can use the 
help of a second goalkeeper 
positioned beyond the small 
goals as a bounce player

1

2

The teams switch places. 
The blues now defend 
the normal goal and 
counter-attack the four 
small goals

The reds now defend 
the four small goals and 
start with the ball

The reds will be 
encouraged to create 
danger, with their full 
backs working as wingers 
and the midfielders 
making runs from deep

1

2

3
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[1d]

ABEL FERREIRA 
MOMENTS OF THE GAME

The blue team of eight attackers and defenders are 
now defending the zones closest to the main goal and 
will have to drop into the penalty area many times to 
defend. This means the blue forwards will have to be 
solid and close down the space outside of the box, as 

will often happen when a team is really suffering in a 
game and they need to be ultra-compact to maintain a 
result. When they win the ball, they will have to make 
the quick transition to attacking one of the four small 
goals, as shown [1d].
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“The blue forwards will have to be solid and close down the space outside 
of the box, as will happen when a team is really suffering in a game”

The blue forwards will 
have to be solid and 
close down the space 
outside of the box

When the blues win the 
ball, they will have to 
make the quick transition 
to attacking one of the 
four small goals. They 
have just seven seconds 
to score

1 2
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ABEL FERREIRA 
MOMENTS OF THE GAME

CONTROL GAME

[2]

“Although 11v11 rules apply, in each period the ball only starts with  
one team – so it will always start with the reds in the first half”
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We set up as shown on two thirds of a pitch with a 
full size goal and goalkeeper at each end. We’re using 
20 outfield players split into two teams of 11 including 
goalkeepers. We play a normal 11v11 game, giving the 
players the opportunity to decide on and feel for the 
moments where they use full pressure, as shown [2], 
or defend space, and when to choose the moments 
with the ball to be either more aggressive or control 
the game.

Although most normal 11v11 rules apply, in each 
period the ball only starts with one team – so it will 

always start aand restart with the reds in the first 
half of the game and then the blues start with the 
ball in the second half. 

Although normal rules apply, players are still 
obliged to make a quick offensive transition when 
regaining the ball and they must score within just 
seven seconds of regaining possession. 

If they fail to score within seven seconds, they 
lose the ball and play restarts with the opposition. 
We play for 30 minutes and at half time the teams 
will change ends.

Play a normal 11v11 game. In each 
period the ball only starts with 
one team – so it will start and 
restart with the reds in the first 
half and then with the blues in 
the second half. Teams switch 
ends at half-time  

If the team without the ball wins 
possession, they must score within 
just seven seconds. If they fail, they 
lose the ball and play restarts with 
the opposition

12
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CONTEXT GAME

[3a]

ABEL FERREIRA 
MOMENTS OF THE GAME

At the end of the Control Game, we hope that one 
of the teams is winning. We will give the team that 
is winning the advantage of defending the normal 
penalty area, as shown [3a].

The exercise now only has one extra rule: if the team 
that is losing scores a goal, this goal is worth double, 
so they will be leading the score. If the team that is 
winning scores, it only counts as one goal. 
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“The exercise now only has one extra rule: if the team that is  
losing scores a goal, this goal is worth double”

 If one team is winning at the end 
of the previous Control Game, give 
them the advantage of defending the 
normal penalty area for this game 

1

If the team that is 
winning scores, it only 
counts as one goal

2

If the team that is losing 
scores a goal, this goal is 
worth double 

3
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[3b]

ABEL FERREIRA 
MOMENTS OF THE GAME

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for? 
This is the type of exercise where the tactical 
aspect is much more important than technical 
considerations. We want the players to adopt 
specific types of behaviour depending on which 
zone they’re playing, according to our game model.

When we are attacking, we want a good positional 
game, with one man giving width to the team on 
each side of the field, and the other players inside. 
They have mobility, but in their positions. All the 
players need to have three passing lines available 
to them – one wide, another in support and one 
deep – so they can decide on the best option. That 
means players need to make the correct off-the-
ball movements to give options to team mates. 

While defending, we give attention to always 
being compact, with no space between the lines 
– that means we press together. Players need to 
encourage their opponents to play into the outside 
channels, being aggressive to press when there is a 

pass from the central defender to the full back and 
with the team only defending in the three central 
channels. When an opponent beats our pressure, we 
need to be fast to get the team compact again in a 
lower zone of the pitch.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
In this type of exercise, the players are sometimes 
less focused on the behaviours of closing space 
without the ball, especially the team that has more 
players. For the team that has the defenders, often 
they want to defend very close to the goal but 
we need to encourage them to do their defending 
higher up the pitch.

Sometimes we need to stop the game to correct 
poor behaviours and we can create new scenarios 
to restart the ball – for example, when the 
attacking team are defending, we can restart play 
with one player making a recovery run to simulate 
moments when we don’t have the team totally 
balanced and one of the other players needs to 
make an adjustment.
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These extra scoring contexts in the game will provoke 
different behaviours from each team, as would tend to 
happen in a real game. 

This final exercise can also be a moment to practise 
our plan B, with an aggressive formation used for 

the team that is losing (we set them up in a 3-1-4-2 
system) and a more defensive formation for the team 
that is winning (we set them up in a 5-4-1 system), as 
shown [3b].

We play this game for 10 minutes.

This final exercise can 
also be a moment to 
practice plan B. Set the 
losing team up with 
an aggressive 3-1-4-2 
formation and set the 
winning team up in a 
more defensive system 
5-4-1 formation

1
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After working with Leicester City Women as 
reserve team manager, Jonathan Morgan was 
appointed as the club’s first team manager 
during the 2014-15 season. 

After achieving promotion to the second tier 
of the women’s game, he went on to oversee 
a memorable 2020-21 campaign as he guided 
the ‘Foxes’ to the FA Women’s Championship 
title for the first time in their history. His side 
amassed 50 points from 20 league games on 
their way to lifting the trophy, including 16 
wins and a total of 54 goals scored during their 
first season as a professional outfit. During 
that season they also embarked on a 12-game 
winning streak in the league – a Championship 
record – before celebrating promotion to the 
FA Women’s Super League with their first-ever 
fixture at the King Power Stadium.

As well as guiding Leicester to promotion to 
the WSL that season, he also took them to the 
League Cup semi-finals and to the last eight 
of the FA Cup, although completion of the 
competition has been postponed due to Covid.

Following his team’s achievements in the 
2020-21 campaign, Jonathan Morgan was named 
the FA Women’s Championship LMA Manager of 
the Year.

MANAGER PROFILE 

JONATHAN MORGAN 
LEICESTER CITY 
WOMEN

“As a session, it helps players to 
use the press as an attacking 
tool that will enable us to attack 
well while we defend”

SESSION 

PRESSING TO 
REGAIN POSSESSION
This is a pressing session and it works 
on encouraging players to aggressively 
press and regain the ball quickly.

It focuses on an aggressive press, with 
players looking to win the ball high. As a 
session, it helps players to use the press 
as an attacking tool that will enable 
us to attack well while we defend. It 
also helps players to understand the 
principles of how to quickly regain 
possession and then exploit space in the 
transitional phase.

We would run this session frequently 
in pre-season, as it can also be used 
as a physical and mental development 
tool because it gets players to perform 
at a high quality under a fatigued state. 
Then we would run it twice a month 
in the season to reaffirm our pressing 
principles and exploit opposition 
vulnerabilities.

11
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We set up a playing area of 12x12 yards divided into 
four squares of 6x6 yards each. We position four small 
goals outside the playing area, with one on each side.

We’re using 16 outfield players split into four teams 
of four. Three of the teams start inside the main 
area with two teams combining to play in an 8v4 and 

PRESSING GAME

[1a]

JONATHAN MORGAN
PRESSING TO REGAIN 
POSSESSION
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the fourth team starting on the outside of the area 
as bounce players. The outside bounce players can 
support the two teams in possession but they are 
limited to two-touch.

The two attacking teams start with the ball, as 
shown [1a], and they must string seven passes 

Area:  
Up to 24x24 yards
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 
4 small goals
Number of Players:  
16 players

Session time:  
Pressing game: 20mins
Progression: 15mins
Small-sided game: 30mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

The red and yellow 
teams combine 
to attack against 
the blue pressing 
team. They must 
pass the ball to 
keep possession 
from the blues but 
they are limited to 
three-touch

The four greens work on the 
outside as bounce players 
supporting the attacking team 
of eight. The bounce players are 
limited to two-touch

1

2
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“This is a highly physical and demanding session. Therefore, recovery  
times are key to making sure players can maintain the intensity”

[1b]

JONATHAN MORGAN 
PRESSING TO REGAIN POSSESSION

together before they can try to score in one of the two 
goals adjacent to the square they are in. Players on 
the two attacking teams are limited to three-touch to 
practise their in-possession principles, as shown [1b].

The team of four defenders must press to win the 
ball and if they regain it they can join the attackers in 
place of the team that lost the ball. If a team loses 
the ball it then becomes the pressing team, instantly 
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The two attacking teams need to 
combine to string seven passes 
together before being able to score 
in one of the target goals next to 
the square they are in

1
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JONATHAN MORGAN 
PRESSING TO REGAIN POSSESSION

[1c]

COACHING POINTS
How would I put this in a game situation? 
We would finish with a small-sided game focusing 
on the press and winning the ball back in the 
opposition half. We would try to develop this as an 
11v11 to keep numbers realistic, setting up between 
the two penalty boxes of the pitch with a goal 
at each end. However, this would depend on the 
numbers available. We would play this game for 
three periods of 10 minutes.

What are the key things to look for?
We look for player to understand the correct body 
shape needed for the press to highlight the triggers 

and want to see them using good communication as 
to when to “go” and when to “hold”.

We also want to see players demonstrating the 
physical elements of acceleration and deceleration 
and showing mental awareness and quick reaction 
times when possession is lost so we can regain the 
ball within eight seconds.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Sometimes players make the mistake of not 
pressing as a unit but we emphasise the importance 
of good communication to solve this.

Players also tend to go in too fast or too slow, so 
we show them how mental awareness of distances 
can help them understand the correct speed to use.

looking to counter-press to regain possession, as 
shown [1c], and if they succeed they can score in any 
of the four goals. We play this activity for six games of 
three minutes.

To progress the activity, we double the size of the 
playing area, making it a square of 24x24 yards and 
then, with the same teams, we focus on closing down 

space and trying to lock the attacking team into one 
of the smaller squares. All other rules remain the 
same. We play this progression for four games of three 
minutes.

This is a highly physical and demanding session. 
Therefore, recovery times are key to making sure the 
players can maintain the intensity.
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The red team are combining with 
the yellows as the attackers but 
a red loses possession to the 
pressing blues

Now the blues have 
gained possession 
they combine with 
the yellows and must 
make seven passes 
under pressure from 
the counter-pressing 
reds before being 
free to score

On losing possession 
the reds transition 
to counter-press 
and if they regain 
the ball they can 
score in any of the 
four goals

1

2

3
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Mark Bonner joined Cambridge United in June 
2011, initially working in a number of positions 
in the club’s academy. Bonner was named as 
first team coach in January 2018, and he was 
subsequently promoted to assistant head coach. 
Later in the year he took temporary charge of 
the first team before the appointment of Colin 
Calderwood as manager.

Calderwood’s departure in January 2020 again 
saw Bonner take temporary charge of first team 
duties, overseeing four wins in his first four 
matches in charge. In March 2020, Bonner was 
named permanent head coach of Cambridge 
United but due to the curtailing of the 2019-20 
season caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, his 
first match as permanent head coach did not 
come for six months until Cambridge United 
knocked Championship side Birmingham City out 
of the first round of the 2020-21 EFL Cup.

Bonner’s first full season as a manager was 
hugely successful. In September, he was named 
League Two manager of the month and he 
received the award again in January. He went 
on to lead Cambridge United to a second placed 
finish and promotion to League One.

MANAGER PROFILE 

MARK BONNER 
CAMBRIDGE UNITED

“Players always tend to enjoy 
working hard with the ball at 
their feet and they like this 
type of session”

SESSION 

PLAYING FORWARDS 
THROUGH MIDFIELD
This session is all about the movement 
of midfield players and their receiving 
skills to pass forward.

It’s a good session that we like to run 
at Cambridge United because, before 
it progresses into an 11v11 format, it 
demands a really high intensity in a 
relatively small area. Players always 
tend to enjoy working hard with the ball 
at their feet and they generally like this 
type of session as they are constantly 
on the ball and performing high intensity 
football actions.

When we work on a Saturday-to-
Saturday game week, we would usually 
run this session on a Tuesday because 
of the physical outcomes it produces. 
We don’t necessarily run the session in 
preparation for a particular opposition 
team but as a session that emphasises 
and reinforces the type of qualities we 
like our midfield players to possess: 
movement and body shape to receive, 
1v1 skills, passing forwards, and 
combination play to pass forwards.

15
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The session begins with a passing drill [not shown] 
that progresses from the warm-up, where the players 
will use the kind of technical skills, receiving skills and 
movements that they will perform in the main part of 
the session but in a coordinated, unopposed setting. 

The session then progresses into a 3v3 in the centre 
of the pitch. For this, we set up a playing area of 
30x20 yards around the centre circle of the pitch. 
We use this part of the pitch because it is the area 
most relevant to the midfield and because the pitch 
markings give the players an idea of distances and 
where they are on the pitch. The size of the area 
can change depending on the physical outcomes we 

TRANSFERRING THE BALL

[1a]

MARK BONNER
PLAYING FORWARDS 
THROUGH MIDFIELD

require – the tighter the space, the more difficult it 
will be to complete the actions. 

We’re using 12 outfield players. We have two teams of 
three inside the central area and six players who join in 
from outside. At each end we have two outside players 
who replicate the roles of either a pair of centre backs 
or strikers, depending on the direction of play at the 
time (these players are limited to two touch). We also 
position one outside player on each side of the central 
area to replicate the actions of wide midfielders (these 
players are limited to one touch). 

The aim of the activity is for the central players 
to receive from the centre back and transfer the 
ball to one of the strikers using good combination 
play if needed, as shown [1a], avoiding the pressure 
of the opposition midfield three. When the ball has 

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

Session time:  
Unopposed passing  
[not shown]: 8-10mins
Transferring the ball:  
15-20mins
11v11 game: 6-8mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY The centre backs start with a pass to the 
attacking team in the central area. The 
centre backs are two-touch and they double 
as strikers depending on the direction of play 

The red midfielders  
transfer the ball 
to a striker using 
combination play, 
scoring one point. 
Two points are 
scored for a one-
touch transfer, but 
for this the centre 
back must pass to 
a midfielder who 
makes a one-touch 
pass straight into 
the striker 

The defending midfield 
three should try to 
stop the transfer and 
win possession

The wide players outside the 
central area can support play but 
they are limited to one-touch

4

1

2

3
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[1b]

[1c]

MARK BONNER 
PLAYING FORWARDS THROUGH MIDFIELD

successfully been transferred, the striker passes the 
ball back to the centre backs at the other end via one 
of the wide midfielders and play begins again in the 
same direction, as shown [1b]. 

As a progression of the activity, we can get play 
to run the opposite way immediately – once the ball 
has been transferred to the striker, that player then 
becomes the centre back and the team in possession 
attempts to transfer the ball to the other end. This 
adds intensity to the activity and a little chaos, which 
encourages players to be good in transitional moments. 

Initially, we allow the midfielders to pass back to the 
centre backs as many times as they like in the build-up 

until a forward pass opens up to them, but in another 
progression we will allow only one bounce pass back 
to the centre back, as shown [1c]. This stops players 
receiving square to the ball. Knowing they have to 
play forward, the players are more thoughtful about 
receiving using angles that allow them to go forwards. 

One point is scored for each successful transfer 
using combination play with more than one player, 
whereas two points are scored for a one-touch 
transfer, with a centre back passing to a midfielder 
who makes a one-touch pass straight into the striker. 
This encourages movement to play forward, spatial 
awareness, and purposeful, direct passing.

1a

1b

1c

2a

2b

2c
20

30

20

30

20

30

1a

1b

1c

2a

2b

2c
20

30

20

30

20

30

“The aim of 
the activity 
is for the 
central 

players to 
receive from 

the centre 
back and 

transfer the 
ball to one of 
the strikers”

After the ball 
is successfully 
transferred, it is 
returned to the 
centre backs via 
the wide player 
before play 
restarts again

Initially allow 
midfielders to pass 
back to the centre 
backs as often as they 
like until a forward 
pass opens up, but 
this can be progressed 
allowing only one 
bounce pass back. This 
stops players receiving 
square to the ball

1

1
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MARK BONNER 
PLAYING FORWARDS THROUGH MIDFIELD

11v11 GAME

[2a]

[2b]

We move the session into an 11v11 practice on a full 
pitch with goals at each end, with an emphasis on 
playing forward through midfield, as shown [2a]. We 
like to work on all our phases and patterns of play in 
an 11v11 format as much as possible, as it obviously 
replicates what match day will look like.

We use flat discs to emphasise the central area 
the players need to pass the ball through in order to 
build up to a goal scoring opportunity. To reinforce the 
message, we explain the benefits of being able to play 
through midfield to get the ball to our central striker. 

When we have achieved success in the first phase 

In the 11v11 game get players to use the skills 
practised in the 3v3, with an emphasis on 
playing forward through midfield

Here the 
number 10 
receives the 
ball in plenty of 
space to turn

To reduce 
space and 
prevent the 
number 10 
turning, the 
defence is 
narrowed

This leaves 
space out 
wide for the 
attacking team 
to exploit, here 
creating a 1v1 
on the wing

2

1

1

2
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[2c]

MARK BONNER 
PLAYING FORWARDS THROUGH MIDFIELD

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
We want to see players receiving the ball on an 
angle that allows them to play forward with the 
next pass if possible. 

We want to see double movements to create 
space and time on the ball. The session also 
emphasises the ability to outplay 1v1 and rehearses 
players in third man runs to receive facing and 
moving forwards. 

While the focus of the session is on the team in 
possession, we want to see the defending team 
working hard to stop all of the above.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
At the start, the players can make the session like a 
non-directional possession drill. They keep the ball 
but often play back to the centre backs and show 
bad habits with their movements. By only allowing 
one pass back to the centre backs, it helps to avoid 
this problem. 

At times the players will also tend to turn down 
forward passes into the strikers. Whilst we like to 
see combinations in midfield, we like them as a way 
to move the opposition so as to play forwards. To 
solve this we try to emphasise that players should 
not turn down a safe forward pass if available.

of midfielders passing forwards centrally, we then 
focus on creating goal scoring opportunities from 
there. Opposition defensive structures will be forced 
to narrow up if we can get players forward facing in 
number 10 spaces. Therefore, we encourage our wide 
players to keep using width so when we release the 
ball to them in wide areas, they attack in big spaces, 
often in 1v1 situations or even potentially with an 

“We like to work on all our phases and patterns of play in an 11v11 format 
as it obviously replicates what match day will look like”

overload with the full back joining in, as shown [2b]. 
We also encourage the striker to make runs in 

behind the opposition’s defence and wide players 
to make runs from outside to inside to get played 
through on goal. When the wide players make these 
runs inside, we encourage the full backs to get 
forward and take advantage of the space left by the 
wide player, as shown [2c].

Look for the 
number 10 to 
make runs in 
behind the 
opposition

Encourage the 
wide player to 
move inside, 
creating 
space for the 
full back to 
support the 
attack and 
create wide 
overloads

1

2
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Paul Barry is a coach who specialises in working 
with the foundation phase. He is a holder of the 
UEFA A Licence, the FA Advanced Youth Award 
and he has a BSc in Sport & Exercise Science. 

Formerly a full-time coach at both Southend 
United and Arsenal, Paul has been coaching 
for over 20 years and has also coached at the 
Dagenham and Redbridge Academy. 

He currently works as an academy coach for 
Watford FC. He is also a published children’s 
picture book author.

MANAGER PROFILE 

PAUL BARRY 
WATFORD

“In this activity there are lots 
of chances to score different 
types of goals and it also works 
on quick passing combinations 
to create scoring opportunities”

SESSION 

RAPID FIRE
This activity is about executing a 
variety of different shooting and 
finishing techniques. Players will have 
opportunities to try and score from 
longer range (from over 20 yards out) 
with minimal pressure, as well as close 
range shooting, rebounds and finishing 
from crosses with high pressure.

This is a thoroughly engaging and 
exciting practice for players to 
participate in and for coaches to deliver. 
The set-up is minimal, with very little 
equipment required for the activity 
and it incorporates goalkeepers too. 
Essentially, it is a conditioned small-
sided game so players will naturally be 
enthusiastic about playing. 

There are lots of chances to score 
different types of goals and it works 
on quick passing combinations to help 
create goal scoring opportunities. 
Strikers thrive on reacting to rebounds 
and through balls and defenders can 
practise blocking and intercepting, 
as well as their distribution into the 
attacking half.

This is an activity that players will 
want to return to on a regular basis. If 
the team is struggling to score goals, 
this practice has many positive returns 
and has masses of repetition without at 
any time becoming repetitive. 

There are lots of coaching points that 
can be made but often it is more ideal 
to deliver these in between rounds of 
play to ensure that the intensity and 
competitiveness is maintained.

Playing this game at the end of a 
session is beneficial as players may be 
more physically and psychologically 
fatigued and it therefore develops their 
ability to stay focused and execute 
football actions when they are tired.

20



2121

1

2

3
20

30

20

30

20

30

We set up a playing area of 30x20 yards with a goal 
and a goalkeeper at each end. The playing area is 
divided into two halves.

We’re using ten outfield players split into two 
teams of four, plus two neutrals. Each team has 
three defenders in the half they are defending and 
one striker in the half they are attacking. One neutral 

SHOOTING PRACTICE

[1a]

PAUL BARRY
RAPID FIRE

“The yellow neutral players can move 
anywhere along the touchline but they 

are limited to two-touch”

player is positioned on each side and they support the 
team in possession from outside of the playing area. 
The neutrals can move anywhere along the touchline 
but they are limited to two-touch, as shown [1a].

There are no corners or throw-ins – if the ball goes 
out of play, the neutrals restart the game with a ball 
played in from the side. If a shot misses and goes out 

Area:  
30x20 yards 
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 
2 goals

Number of Players:  
10 players 
+ 2 goalkeepers
Session time:  
Shooting practice: 24mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Each team 
has three 
defenders and 
a goalkeeper 
in the half 
they are 
defending

Each team has 
one striker in 
the half they 
are attacking

The yellow neutral players are on the outside 
and can move the length of the pitch. They play 
for the team in possession and are two-touch

Goals scored 
by the striker 
in the attacking 
half are worth 
three points

4

1 2

3
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“Goals can be scored from anywhere on the pitch but a long-range  
goal scored from the defensive half is worth just one point”

[1b]

PAUL BARRY 
RAPID FIRE

of play behind the goal (for instance, if a shot goes 
over the bar), play restarts with a pass out from the 
defending goalkeeper. If a goal is scored, the attacking 
team keeps possession and play restarts from the 
goalkeeper of the team that just scored.

Goals can be scored from anywhere on the 

pitch but a goal scored from the attacking half is 
worth three points and a long-range goal scored 
from the defensive half is worth just one point,  
as shown [1b].

There are no offsides and we play up to six four-
minute games to keep the play intense.

Players can score from 
anywhere but long range 
goals scored by a defender 
from the defensive half of 
the pitch are worth just 
one point

The defenders should move the ball 
quickly from side to side to create an 
opening for a shot or for a through ball 
to be played into the striker

2

1
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PAUL BARRY 
RAPID FIRE

PROGRESSION

[2]

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
We want to see defenders striking a moving ball 
well for a long-range shot while under minimal 
pressure from just one pressing striker.

We also want to see good build-up play from the 
goalkeeper and the three defenders – they need to 
move the ball quickly from side to side in order to 
create an opening for a shot to be taken, or for a 
through ball to be played into the striker.

The striker should show good movement to receive 
and technique when controlling the ball with high and 
multi-directional pressure. Can he receive the ball in 
between the defenders with an open body shape to 
shoot? The striker should also be alert to follow up 
on all rebounds and use various types of run.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Players will sometimes try to execute shots from 
their defensive half at the wrong time – for instance, 
when under pressure from the opposition striker, or 
when the opposing defenders are compact and can 
block the shot. To remedy this, the coach can talk to 
the players about passing the ball quickly to move 
the striker and the opposition defenders in order 
to create gaps in which to either shoot or play a 
through ball into the striker. 

The side neutral players can often be static and 
not offer passing options due to sometimes feeling 
that they’re not directly involved in the game. Here, 
the coach can encourage and show them that their 
movement creates a very advantageous overload for 
the attacking team.

We can progress this practice by allowing defenders 
to move into the attacking half when passing forwards 
or when passing into a neutral supporting player – 
it might be the player that passed ball that moves 
forward, or it could be a team-mate who is nearer to 
the attacking half, as shown [2]. But they must return 
to the defensive half as soon as possession is lost.

We can progress the activity further by making a 
one-touch finish from the striker worth extra points, 
or by allowing corners, which neutral players can 
take while one defender can also move into attacking 
half to join in. We can also allow the neutral players 
to either drive in from the side to combine with the 
striker, or to shoot from their wide positions.

1

2

3
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Progress this practice by allowing 
defenders to move into the attacking half 
when passing forwards or when passing 
into the neutral supporting players

The player that 
passed ball could 
move forward 
or it could be a 
team-mate who 
is nearer, as 
here. But they 
must return to 
the defensive 
half as soon as 
possession is lost

Progress this 
practice further 
by making a one-
touch finish from 
the striker worth 
extra points

1

2

3
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Yasar Latif is a Level 4 coach and holds the 
UEFA A Licence and FA Advance Youth Award. 
He also holds a UEFA B goalkeeper coaching 
licence and has an MSc in Performance Football 
Coaching from St Mary’s University Twickenham. 

He is currently as a coach educator and 
mentor for the Football Association and has 
previously worked across all three phases within 
EPPP Academy roles.

MANAGER PROFILE 

YASAR LATIF 
FA COACH EDUCATOR

“I consider this a more effective 
and game-related upgrade to 
a traditional rondo and it will 
challenge players across the 
four corners”

SESSION 

RONDO 2.0
This practice can be used to achieve 
various outcomes relating to passing 
and receiving. The primary outcome is to 
support players with their understanding 
of movement off-the-ball so they can 
engage opposition defenders in order to 
combine with others to play forwards.

It’s an activity that demands a high 
intensity performance. It encourages 
players to constantly find spaces that 
allow them to be used as a decoy, or as 
a combining player in a phase of play, so 
the team can progress the ball forwards 
as often as possible. 

I consider this a more effective and 
game-related upgrade to a traditional 
rondo and it will challenge players 
across the four corners. It forces them 
to make effective decisions with their 
movement to support the team in 
penetrating the opposition, which is 
fundamental if we are to create more 
attacking phases of play and potentially 
more goal scoring opportunities. 

I love using this practice because it 
can work with as few as five players, 
and with adjustments to area size it can 
be performed by as many as 16 players.

Because of the versatile nature of the 
activity, it can serve as an effective 
platform for various themes or topics. 
For that reason, it is a practice that I 
run in most sessions, effectively shifting 
the spotlight of individual or group 
focus to the theme of the week, or to a 
prominent area for development, whilst 
always providing outcomes for players 
both in and out of possession. 

It can also serve well as a pre-
match warm-up to ready the players 
for working at a match tempo whilst 
allowing for plenty of repetitions. 

24



2525

1a

1b

1c
6

12 

Player 2Player 1

6

12 

Player 1 Player 2

6

12 

Player 1 Player 2

The set-up for this activity is simple and you can 
run it with as few as six cones and a bag of balls. 
No other equipment is needed unless you wish to 
use modifications, or would like to emphasise other 
elements of the practice.

We set up a playing area of 12x6 yards with a 
halfway line marked out. We’re using eight outfield 
players, split into a red attacker and a blue defender 
in the central area, plus one outside target player at 

GAME-RELATED RONDO

[1a]

YASAR LATIF
RONDO 2.0

each end and two outside supporting players on each 
side. The role of the outside supporting players is to 
help the play of the lone attacker.  

End player 1 starts with a pile of balls and the aim 
is to transfer the balls from one end to the other, 
where end player 2 will receive them to score a point. 
However, play must go through the red attacker in the 
central area before it reaches the opposite end, as 
shown [1a]. The ball must pass between the cones on 

“We want to see players using a good first touch to keep the 
ball on the safe side and away from oncoming pressure”

Area:  
12x6 yards
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones

Number of Players:  
8 players
Session time:  
Game-related rondo:  
15mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

End player 1 starts with a pile of 
balls and the aim is to transfer 
the balls from one end to the 
other, where end player 2 will 
receive to score a point

The outside players can support 
the play of the red attacker

Play must go 
through the 
red attacker 
before the ball 
reaches the 
opposite end 
and it should 
pass between 
the cones on 
either side of 
the halfway 
line 

The blue 
defender 
tries to win 
possession

Wide outside 
players cannot 
pass directly 
along the side 
of the pitch

5

4

1

2

3
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[1b]

YASAR LATIF 
RONDO 2.0

either side of the halfway line to progress forwards 
and the wide players cannot pass directly along the 
side of the pitch. 

If the blue defender is blocking the pass into end 
player 2, the attacker must work with the outside 
support players to maintain possession until the 
opportunity is created to make the scoring pass.

If the blue defender wins possession, he must 
attempt to return the ball to the end player 1 at the 

starting position, but to do this the blue defender 
cannot use the help of any of the outside players,  
as shown [1b].

When all of the balls have been successfully been 
transferred to end player 2, the game runs in the 
opposite direction, starting this time with end player  
2 and with the blue player now working as the attacker 
and the red as the defender.

We can progress the activity by introducing offsides 

1a

1b

1c
6

12 

Player 2Player 1

6

12 

Player 1 Player 2

6

12 

Player 1 Player 2

“Players should demonstrate good decision making and show they 
understand whether to penetrate or retain possession”

If the blue defender wins possession, 
he must attempt to return the ball to 
the starting end player 1

The blue defender cannot 
use the help of any of the 
outside players

The red attacker should 
counter-press in an attempt 
to regain possession

12

3
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YASAR LATIF 
RONDO 2.0

[1c]

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
We want to see players using a good first touch 
to keep the ball on the safe side and away from 
oncoming pressure. The selection and execution of the 
pass is also important, as is off-the-ball movement to 
create space to receive or for others to receive.

Players should demonstrate good decision making 
and show they understand when to penetrate and 
when to retain possession by recycling the ball.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
The central attacking player often feels the need 
to be involved in every pass and can often pick up 
positions that end up closing the space and make it 
easier for the defending player.

Outside players can get too comfortable on the 
side and end up merely ball-watching. To solve this 
the coaches must stay on top of them and demand 
they are constantly scanning and looking to occupy 
spaces where they can directly receive the ball in 
order to encourage the flow of possession.

How would I put this in a game situation?
Because of the realistic nature of the practice, 
everything we’re demanding from the players is 
in full alignment with our principles of play and 
therefore should be exactly what we’d hope to see 
from them in a game situation. The only difference 
is the area size and the constraints of who they 
can pass to. Thus we can take the concepts of this 
practice into a game of any size. However, I would 
encourage playing a small-sided game of between 
5v5 to 8v8 in an area size appropriate to the needs 
of the players.

using the halfway line, as shown [1c]. Alternatively, 
we could add an extra defender, making it a 2v1 in 
the centre, or we could add one player to each of the 
teams to make it 2v2 in the middle.

Each round of play lasts approximately 90 seconds. 

We rest players for 30 seconds between rounds and 
we replace the central players every two rounds. 

The size of the area and the playing numbers can 
easily be adjusted based on the needs and demands 
of your players.

When all of the balls have been transferred the game 
now runs in the opposite direction, starting with end 
player 2 and with the blue working as the attacker

The activity can be progressed 
by introducing offsides using 
the halfway line. Here the 
blue receives the ball in an 
offside position

1

2



282828

Following Dean Smith’s appointment as manager of Aston 
Villa in October 2018, the side climbed from 14th in the 
EFL Championship to the play-offs, winning promotion to 
the Premier League and reaching the 2020 Carabao Cup 
final. Now, as Aston Villa begin their third consecutive 
Premier League campaign under Smith, he reflects on a 
year leading the team in the shadow of Covid.

You have to keep people in the loop throughout  
a crisis.
Our club doctor was brilliant throughout the pandemic 
at keeping everyone abreast of the public health 
situation. We had a number of foreign players who were 
naturally concerned about their families back home and 
keen to be with them, so it was important to convey 
the risks and the importance of staying where we were. 
First and foremost, we had to do our best to ensure 
everyone was in the right place, mentally and physically. 
For example, our nutritionist made sure they were all 

REACH OUT

eating well at home, and we got exercise equipment out 
to them to enable them to continue to train, because no 
one knew how long the situation would last.

The biggest challenge was not seeing the players.
I’m a sociable person and whenever I see them I’ll ask 
them how they are, to try to get a feel for how they’re 
doing. We lost that a little over lockdown, that feel, 
and it was something I really wanted back. I was keen 
to know how they all were.

We learned and adapted together.
Whereas we’ve always done a lot of one-to-one 
work with the players, we haven’t done as much 
small group work in the past as we maybe should 
have. When that changed, by necessity, during the 
pandemic, the results we saw were staggering. 
Training with groups of four players at a time, the days 
were very long and I had to change how I approached 

ASTON VILLA MANAGER DEAN SMITH TALKS THROUGH THE EXPERIENCE OF LEADING 
A PREMIER LEAGUE FOOTBALL TEAM THROUGH A GLOBAL PANDEMIC

INTERVIEW DEAN SMITH

“Training with 
groups of four 

players at a time, 
the days were very 

long and I had 
to change how I 

approached things 
as a coach”
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things as a coach, but it was enjoyable and I found I 
learned a lot. Some players really thrive off the detail 
you’re able to give them in small groups.

I want to really get to know my players.
You have to try to understand what they know and 
how they’re feeling, because it’s often quite different 
from what you might imagine from the sidelines. When 
we worked in smaller groups, people who normally 
would not have spoken or aired their views in team 
meetings suddenly felt confident enough to share 
their thoughts. That’s so valuable, because while you’ll 
always hear from the more outspoken members of the 
team, it isn’t always easy to find out what the quieter 
ones know and feel.

You have to be able to relate. 
After a while, we decided to shift the first training 
groups back to midday, because with the staggered start 
times some were coming in at 10am and you could see 
they were really tired. Pushing things back a little meant 
that those players who were fasting for Ramadan and 
could only eat after sunset had time to get enough sleep. 
Also, staying up late on games consoles or watching TV 
seems increasingly to be the norm for young players and 
it’s important to take that into account as a manager.

People, and the world in general, are always 
changing, and if you don’t change with them you’ll 
get left behind. I know I need to be able to relate to, 
understand and work with the young players in my 
side in order to get the most from them.

Flexibility and adaptability are incredibly important.
As a manager you’re continually dealing with different 
types of people with very different characters. 
One moment you might be meeting with the club’s 
owners, the sporting director or CEO, who will be 
highly educated and experienced businesspeople. 
The next you’re trying to get the best out of a player 
who may have only recently left school without any 
qualifications. While you hope that all of your players 
will be highly coachable, they will be very different 
people, and you need to be able to reach out to every 
individual in order to get the best from them.

We’re all essentially teachers.
I’ve known my two best friends since school, and they 
keep me grounded. One is the headmaster of a special 
school and the other is a director of commercial 
banking and when we get together we see so many 
parallels between our roles. The contexts might be 
different, but we’re all managing people, teaching 
them and helping them to improve.

I want our club culture to be a very tangible thing.
If someone from outside the club were to come in to 
watch a training session, they should be able to hear, 
see and feel the kind of culture we’ve established. They 

DEAN SMITH 
INTERVIEW

“If someone were to watch a 
training session, they should be 
able to hear, see and feel the kind 
of culture we’ve established”
should leave in no doubt that this is a very positive 
environment, focused on learning and development.

Every manager has certain values that they want 
their people to uphold but, for me, what’s important 
is that those values are really lived, day in, day out. 
You also have to think carefully about what those 
values are. For example, one that’s often mentioned is 
honesty, but in any team not everybody is going to get 
on all of the time, so if you want honesty you have to 
prioritise tact along with it.

We’re really encouraged by what we’ve seen  
this season.
By helping each player to improve as an individual 
we’ve become a better team, and as a result we’ve 
seen the club and its brand grow in value and in 
recognition. It then also becomes easier to attract 
talented new players. I’ve never been one to get too 
high or too low on results; I focus on performance and 
that’s what I convey to the players.

We have some real experience in our support team.
We did brilliantly with the help of John Terry and 
Richard O’Kelly in my first year with Villa, but when 
we were promoted we struggled a little and I felt 
we would benefit from someone with experience of 
coaching in the Premier League. Craig Shakespeare 
has therefore become a really trusted advisor. So 
I’m now working with two people, Shakespeare and 
O’Kelly, who I used to play alongside, and whose boots 
I used to clean, when we were at Walsall.

My wife says my favourite word is ‘cope’.
I think you always cope somehow. It’s how I was 
brought up. My parents worked hard for a living and 
I’ve always believed that whatever is thrown at you, 
you just have to work hard, deal with it, come up with 
solutions and cope. Looking ahead to the season, 
though, I’m confident we’ll do more than just cope.
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A simple and useful way to break down game 
intelligence can be to distil it into anticipation and 
decision-making. To anticipate and decide quickly and 
optimally, a player has to scan constantly, recognise 
patterns quickly, and then take action with speed 
based on what they’ve seen and processed.

Game knowledge plays an important role here, 
influencing where players scan, mediating what 
patterns they see and understand, and determining 
how quickly and effectively their decisions are made.

Game knowledge can be divided into two – 
‘knowledge-of’ the game and ‘knowledge-in’ the game. 
In my opinion, it’s important to differentiate between 
the two.

‘Knowledge-of’ the game refers to task-specific 
expertise – procedural knowledge stored in long 
term memory visually and/or verbally. This type of 
knowledge can relate to principles of play, game 
models, tactical responsibilities, and general game 
understanding (the logic of the game).

In contrast, ‘knowledge-in’ the game refers to 
situation-specific knowledge – knowledge that 
updates as new information emerges as the game 
unfolds. Unpredictable behaviours and opposition 
tactical adaptation are relevant here.

Great players possess both ‘knowledge-of’ the game 
as well as the ability to utilise ‘knowledge-in’ the game 
in order to adapt appropriately and play intelligently.

IMPROVING GAME 
INTELLIGENCE
SPORT PSYCHOLOGIST DAN ABRAHAMS EXPLAINS HOW WORKING ON GAME INTELLIGENCE 
CAN BE A WAY TO GET YOUR PLAYERS TO IMPROVE THEIR PERFORMANCE 

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY
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‘Knowledge-of’ the game can be seen, for the 
most part, as top-down delivered information 
from an expert coach. In contrast, ‘knowledge-in’ 
the game can be seen as a form of self-organised 
bottom-up brand of knowledge, either worked out 
by the player themselves, or guided by a coach 
within the coaching process.

Whilst both influence game intelligence, 
‘knowledge-in’ the game has, over the years, been 
seen as tougher to coach. This makes sense – 
coaches can, with reasonable ease, teach players 
the game model and their tactical responsibilities 
through classroom activities and on-pitch instruction. 
However, there’s always been question marks as 
to whether coaches can actually teach players to 
develop their ‘knowledge-in’ the game. Can coaches 
really improve players’ ability to notice unfamiliar 
patterns, to solution-find as the game unfolds, and to 
adapt on the run?

The answer is yes!

ASK THE RIGHT QUESTIONS
To help players improve their ‘knowledge-in’ the game, 
coaches need to ask the right questions in order to direct 
and educate attention. Specifically, questions enquiring 
as to what players are looking at (scanning for) and what 
they’re seeing are useful (looking and seeing are likely 
two different things – one player can look at an opposing 
player and simply just see a player in front of them, 
while another more perceptive player might see the 
relationship between hip movement and body weight).

Here’s an example coaching narrative related to a 1v1 
situation:

Coach: “I saw you looking at your opposite number 
in that 1v1, what specifically were you looking at and 
what did you see?”

Player: “I was looking at the ball mainly, but also 
occasionally at the feet and legs of my opposition. I’m 
trying to see things like their weight shift to anticipate 
how they’re going to try to get around me”

Questioning helps players consider exactly what 
they’re placing their attention on (looking at), and 
subsequently what they’re seeing. When done skilfully, 
this questioning process can help players link their 

scanning (what they’re attending to) with their 
anticipation and decision-making (and then with skill 
execution). It helps players to be a student of the 
cognitive side of their game (attention, anticipation 
decision-making), and consider whether what they’re 
executing is optimal or not.

And this questioning can lead to, and be accompanied 
by, a more traditional form of direct instruction:

“So, you were looking at the ball and occasionally at 
the lower body of your opposition. I’d like to suggest 
you focus more on your opponent’s body. On these 
next few reps I’d like you ignore the ball and scan your 
opponent’s body more often. Let’s do another couple 
of reps and then give me some feedback as to what 
bodily clues tell you which way your opposition is 
going to try to take the ball around you”.

Here, the coach is deliberately directing player 
attention (onto the body), but asking the player to 
experiment with their scanning – what they’re looking 
at and seeing – and then to report back what they saw 
and how what they saw might help them improve their 
ability to successfully challenge the opposition.

This use of direct instruction and questioning are 
examples of how you can coach ‘knowledge-of’ the 
game and thus improve this form of game intelligence.

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY

“It helps players to be a student of 
the cognitive side of their game 
and consider whether what they’re 
executing is optimal or not”
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