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As a player Steve Clarke represented St Mirren, 
Chelsea and the Scotland national team, winning 
three major trophies with Chelsea. 

After hanging up his boots, he moved into 
coaching and worked at Newcastle United, 
where he also enjoyed a spell as caretaker 
manager. He served as assistant manager to 
Jose Mourinho at Chelsea and subsequently 
coached at West Ham United and Liverpool 
before moving into management with West 
Bromwich Albion in 2012. He led West Brom to 
eighth place in the Premier League in his first 
season, the club’s best finish since 1981.

After a spell as manager of Reading, he 
moved to Aston Villa as assistant manager. He 
subsequently took charge of Kilmarnock in 2017, 
where he was voted Manager of the Year by the 
Scottish Football Writers’ Association. He also 
achieved European qualification for the club 
following a third place finish in the league.

In 2019 Clarke was appointed manager of the 
Scottish national team and he led Scotland to 
the finals of Euro 2020, the nation’s first major 
tournament for 23 years.

John Carver is assistant coach of the Scotland 
team. He is best known for his coaching roles with 
Newcastle United, where he also served as interim 
manager for a time. Away from Newcastle, he has 
worked as assistant coach at Leeds United, Luton 
Town and Plymouth Argyle. As manager, he has 
served at Toronto FC and Omonia.
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“It’s important at any level to give 
players several options going 
forward and then it’s up to them 
to execute what they see”

SESSION 

ATTACKING 
PATTERNS OF PLAY
This training session is all about building 
up play in the middle third in a 3-4-3 
formation. It’s important at any level 
to give players several options going 
forward and then it’s up to them to 
execute what they see in front of them.

This session engages the players 
because it involves the whole squad 
playing in their appropriate positions, 
giving them a realistic understanding of 
their roles and responsibilities within 
the team. Players like to know their 
roles, as it takes away any grey areas.

Because with Scotland we are dealing 
with international footballers, their 
technique is usually sound, so this 
session is all about showing them what 
we expect from them and encouraging 
them to make the right decisions at the 
right time.

As the Scotland squad only gathers 
together for a short period of time 
during international breaks, it’s 
extremely important to bed down 
our principles and style of play when 
possible. This might be done on the 
training ground or in the lecture room.
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Chris, should I show a goal here too?

We set up on a full-size pitch with 10 mannequins 
positioned as shown. We’re using 20 outfield players 
and two goalkeepers. Players will double up in each 
position, although we are only showing one in each 
position in the diagram. 

In this first drill, the back five and the front 
five work in separate groups to develop attacking 
combinations and patterns of play, as shown [1].

The back five work together with a defensive coach 
on their build up combinations. In the defensive half 
of the pitch, the session starts with the defending 
coach serving into the central centre back. The centre 
back then plays out around the back five, linking the 
ball back up with the defending coach through various 
combinations. All play is one and two touch, as this 

BUILD UP COMBINATION PLAY

[1]

STEVE CLARKE & JOHN CARVER
ATTACKING  
PATTERNS OF PLAY

encourages the players to move the ball quickly from 
side to side. 

At the same time, the front five work together with 
a forward coach on developing various attacking 
combinations from the middle third of the pitch. The 
coach starts play by serving into the midfielder and 
they combine with the attackers to create a scoring 
opportunity. The drill should finish with an attempt  
on goal.

We want to see the defenders moving the ball quickly, 
with one or two touches when possible. We also want 
to see them make good supporting runs and creating 
angles. We want to see the attacking players looking 
to play forward when possible, making penetrating 
forward runs both with and without the ball.

Area:  
Full pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
10 mannequins,  
1 full size goal

Number of Players:  
20 players + 2 goalkeeper
Session time:  
Each drill: 15mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

A coach starts play 
by passing to the 
middle centre back 
in the defensive half 
of the pitch 

The back five 
work together on 
developing build-up 
combinations, passing 
the ball quickly with 
one or two touches 

In the attacking half 
of the pitch, a coach 
starts play by passing 
to a midfielder, who 
combines with team 
mates to circulate 
the ball

The front five work 
together on quick 
attacking combinations 
from the middle third. 
The move should finish 
with an attempt on goal
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Chris, should I show a goal here too?

“We want to see players prepared to make unselfish forward 
runs without the ball to get numbers into the box”

ATTACKING PATTERN 1

[2]
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Using the same set-up, we bring the combination play 
of the defensive and attacking groups together into 
one move. The drill starts with a pass from a coach, 
who serves the ball to the middle central defender. 
The central defender opens up and plays to the left 
centre back, who then plays it to the left wing back. 
The wing back turns and passes forward into the 
left-sided attacker, who sets it back to the left-sided 
central midfielder. He then plays the ball into the 
space behind the right back mannequin for the left 
wing back to cross into the box. The forwards should 

arrive in the penalty box to attack the cross and  
finish on goal, as shown [2].

We want to see the players having open body 
positions to receive the ball. Also, we want to see 
players playing forward when possible and, if this  
is not achievable, they should retain possession.

As the build-up play should end with a shot on goal, 
we want to see players prepared to make unselfish 
forward runs without the ball to get numbers in the box.

After running it as shown, we would then run the 
same drill going down the other side of the pitch.

Play starts with a pass from 
defensive coach, who serves the 
ball to the middle central defender 

The players 
should use quick 
combination 
play and forward 
passing to build 
up play through 
the middle third

The forwards 
should arrive in 
the penalty area 
to attack the cross 
and finish the move 
with a shot on goal

Players should be 
prepared to make 
unselfish forward 
runs without the 
ball to get numbers 
in the penalty box
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Chris, should I show a goal here too?

STEVE CLARKE & JOHN CARVER 
ATTACKING PATTERNS OF PLAY

ATTACKING PATTERN 2

[3]

“The weight of pass is key to this type of combination 
play, particularly when setting the ball back”

Using the same set-up, we work on a variation of the 
build-up play. Again the drill starts with the coach 
serving the ball to the middle central defender, who 
opens up and plays to the left centre back. But this 
time,0 when the ball is passed to the left wing back, 
the wing back sets it back to the left centre back who 
passes forward to the left-sided attacker. The left-

sided attacker sets it back to the left-sided central 
midfielder, who then plays the ball into the space 
behind the right back mannequin for the left wing 
back to cross into the penalty box, as shown [3]. 

We would then run this drill going down the other side 
of the pitch. The weight of pass is key to this type of 
combination play, particularly when setting the ball back.

The drill again starts with the 
coach serving the ball to the 
middle central defender 

This time when 
the ball is 
passed to the 
left wing back, 
the wing back 
sets it back to 
the left centre 
back, who 
passes forward 
to the left-
sided attacker

The players 
should 
combine to 
build up play 
through the 
middle third 
before the 
left wing back 
crosses into 
the penalty box
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Chris, should I show a goal here too?

“In this variation of the build-up, we want to see the midfielder showing 
good awareness over his shoulder to switch the play”

ATTACKING PATTERN 3

[4]
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Using the same set-up, we work on yet another variation 
of the build-up play. Again the drill starts with the 
coach serving the ball to the middle central defender, 
but this time when the ball is worked to the left wing 
back, the ball is moved back across the pitch through 
the midfield, with the left-sided midfielder turning to 
switch the play with a diagonal pass to the right sided 
attacker. The right-sided attacker receives and turns 
to play a pass to the overlapping right wing back, who 

crosses into the box, as shown [4]. We would then run 
this drill going down the other side of the pitch.

In this variation, we want to see the midfielder 
showing good awareness over his shoulder to safely 
switch the play. We also want to see the wing back 
making a well-timed run to receive and cross.

We would finish the session by going into an 11v11 
game on a full size pitch, allowing the players make 
their own decisions and play what they see.

In this variation 
of the build-up 
play, the ball is 
moved back across 
the pitch through 
the midfield, 
with the left-
sided midfielder 
receiving, turning 
and switching the 
play to the right-
sided attacker

The wing back 
should make a 
well-timed run 
to receive and 
cross into the 
penalty box
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