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After starting his coaching career with 
grassroots youth teams, in 2003 Frankie McAvoy 
joined Dunfermline Athletic as an academy 
coach. He moved to Hamilton Academical to 
take on the same role in 2005, later becoming 
academy director. In 2013, following Alex Neil’s 
appointment as manager, McAvoy became first 
team coach at Hamilton. 

In 2015, both McAvoy and Neil moved to 
Norwich City, with McAvoy once again serving as 
first team coach. In July 2017, the pair moved to 
EFL Championship club Preston North End.

Following the departure of Neil in March 
2021, McAvoy was named as interim head 
coach of Preston until the end of the 2020–21 
season, when he was appointed head coach 
permanently, after winning five of his eight 
matches in interim charge.
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“This session is all about getting 
the wing backs into good 
attacking positions when our 
team has the ball”

SESSION 

WIDE ATTACKING IN 
A 3-5-2 FORMATION
This session is based on attacking at 
pace with wing backs in the wide areas 
of the pitch. It’s all about getting the 
wing backs into good attacking positions 
when our team has the ball. It also 
focuses on applying immediate pressure 
to the opposition when they have the 
ball in order to regain possession as 
quickly as possible and then punish the 
opposition on transition.

In this session we want our team to 
demonstrate good communication and 
organisation, high intensity teamwork, 
crisp passing, an excellent first touch 
and explosive transition skills.

We would use this training session in 
the week leading up to playing against 
teams that play with a narrow midfield 
in either a 4-4-2 or a compact 4-4-1-1 
system.
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We set up a playing area of 35x25 yards with a mini 
goal on each of the four corners. We’re using 10 
outfield players split into two teams of five. Both 
teams are set up in a 1-3-1 formation and we play a 
directional 5v5 game with the emphasis on getting the 
wing backs high up the pitch and into good offensive 
positions when the team is in possession. Players are 
free to move between zones but goals can only be 
scored from inside the final zone, as shown [1]. 

When their team is in possession, we want to see 

5v5 POSSESSION

[1]

FRANKIE McAVOY
WIDE ATTACKING  
IN A 3-5-2 FORMATION

“We want to see players making good off-the-ball movement, 
matching runs, and making the pitch as big as possible”

players making good off-the-ball movement, matching 
runs, and making the pitch as big as possible. When 
their team is out of possession we want to see players 
using good organisation behind the ball in order to get 
it back really quickly, denying space to the team on 
the ball and using good communication from behind.

We would usually set up two practice areas side  
by side and run two 5v5 games at the same time.  
We would play three games of three minutes on  
each pitch.

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

Session time:  
5v5 possession: 9mins
9v9 structured possession: 
6mins
10v10 structured 
possession: 12mins
11v11 game: 24mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 
Each team is set up in a 1-3-1 formation and 
wide players are encouraged to get forward. 
Players can move freely between zones

When their team is in 
possession, players should 
make good off-the-ball runs

The aim is to 
score in one of 
the mini goals 
at the end 
the team is 
attacking. But 
players must 
be in the final 
zone before 
they can take 
a shot

The out-of-
possession 
team must 
organise well 
behind the ball 
and try to win 
possession 
so they can 
counter-attack
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“The emphasis is on the blues getting their wing backs 
high up the pitch and into good offensive positions”

9v9 STRUCTURED POSSESSION
[2]

FRANKIE McAVOY 
WIDE ATTACKING IN A 3-5-2 FORMATION

We set up a playing area of 62x50 yards with a mini 
goal on each of the four corners. The playing area is 
divided into three zones. 

We’re using 20 outfield players split into two teams 
of nine, plus two yellow floaters. The blue team is set 
up in a 3-5-1 formation while the red team is set up in 
a 3-4-2 formation, as shown [2]. 

Play should start with the blues. The aim of the 
game is for teams to score in one of the corner goals 
at the end they are attacking, with the emphasis on 
the blues getting their wing backs high up the pitch 
and into good offensive positions. 

The two yellow floaters play for the team in 
possession and they are limited to two touches but 
they are not allowed to score goals.

Players are free to move between zones and the 
offside rule applies in the final zone of the pitch.

We want to see the blue team keeping hold of 
the ball. They should make the pitch as big as 
possible and use good off-the-ball movement and 
communication. We also want to see them switching 
play and using good combinations to attack. Above 
all, the team in possession should use their numerical 
advantage in order to create goal scoring opportunities 
once they have got the ball into the final zone.

When out-of-possession the blues should keep 
organised and try to regain the ball as quickly as 
possible, denying space to their opponents and 
shutting off passing lines.

We play for six minutes.

Play starts with the blue 
team, which is set up in a 
3-5-1 formation. The blues 
should use wing backs to 
attack in the final third

The red team 
is set up 
in a 3-4-2 
formation and 
they try to gain 
possession and 
counter-attack

Two yellow floaters 
play for the team in 
possession. They are two-
touch and cannot score

The team in possession should be able 
to stretch the opposition and make 
use of their numerical advantage to 
create a scoring opportunity
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FRANKIE McAVOY 
WIDE ATTACKING IN A 3-5-2 FORMATION

10v10 STRUCTURED POSSESSION

[3]

“We want to see good off-the-ball movement from 
the attacking team, plus clever combination play”

We use the same 62x50-yard playing area as before, 
with a mini goal on each of the four corners. The 
playing area is initially divided into three zones, just  
as before. 

We’re using 20 outfield players, removing the 
floaters from the previous activity and splitting the 
players into two teams of ten. The blue team is set up 
in a 3-5-2 formation while the red team is set up in a 
4-4-2 formation, as shown [3]. 

Play starts with the blue team and we play a 
structured possession game, with teams trying to 
score in the mini goals at the end they are attacking. 
The coaching points remain largely the same as 
before, with the emphasis on the blue 3-5-2 team 

getting wing backs high up the pitch and into good 
offensive positions by stretching the narrow midfield 
of the red 4-4-2 team.

We want to see good off-the-ball movement from 
the attacking team, plus clever combination play. The 
blues should attack in wide areas, supporting the 
front players, dealing with transitions and scoring 
goals. They should use high intensity pressing to win 
the ball back if possession is lost.

We play one game of six minutes with the offside 
rule applied in the final zone. Then we remove the 
zones and replace them with a halfway line, playing 
another game of six minutes with the offside rule 
applied from the halfway line.

The blue team is set up in a 3-5-2 formation 
and should try to get wing backs high up the 
pitch and into good offensive positions 

The red team 
is set up 
in a 4-4-2 
formation. 
They should 
try to regain 
possession and 
counter-attack

Here the blues switch the play to 
stretch the outnumbered red midfield
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“Once we win the ball back we look for quick, accurate passing to switch 
the play and to launch an attack at the opposite end of the pitch”

11v11 GAME

[4a]

FRANKIE McAVOY 
WIDE ATTACKING IN A 3-5-2 FORMATION

We set up on a normal pitch between the 18-yard 
line at one end and the goal line at the other, 
with a full size goal at each end. We’re using 20 
outfield players split into two teams of 11 including 
goalkeepers. The blue team is set up in a 3-5-2 
formation while the red team is set up using a  
4-4-2 system.

We play an 11v11 game and the coaching points 
remain the same.

The focus should be on the blue 3-5-2 team getting 
their wing backs high up the pitch and into good 
offensive positions by stretching the narrow midfield 
of the red 4-4-2 team, as shown [4a]. By moving the 
red defenders, the blue attacking team is able to 
exploit possession with good combination play and 
the movement of the forward players creates scoring 
opportunities in the final third, as shown [4b].  

We play three games of eight minutes each.

Play an 11v11 game, starting play with 
the blues in possession. The blue team 
is set up in a 3-5-2 formation 

The red team is 
set up in a 4-4-2 
formation

Using their numerical advantage in 
midfield helps the blues pull the 
red defenders out of position 

The movement of the blue 
wing backs should stretch 
the red defending team
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[4b]

FRANKIE McAVOY 
WIDE ATTACKING IN A 3-5-2 FORMATION

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
Technically, we need to keep the ball when we 
have it and move it at speed in order to penetrate 
in behind the opponents. Crisp passing, excellent 
control and good first touch are essential.

Tactically, when out of possession we need to 
make sure the player pressing the ball shows the 
opponent outside, forcing him to play either a 
straight or angled wide pass or enticing him to try 
and beat him in a 1v1 situation. Team mates are 
locked on to their opponents, forcing the opposition 
to play down the one side of the pitch, making it 
easier for us to regain possession. 

Once we win the ball back we look for quick 
accurate passing to switch the play and to launch 
an attack at the opposite end of the pitch.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
When pressing, players can use incorrect body 
positioning, allowing the opposition to play inside 
the pitch and to switch play.

Pressing player can also sometimes be over eager 
to win the ball back before team mates are locked on, 
allowing the opposition to keep possession.

The typical mistakes that players make can be 
rectified by bedding the principles down in the 
early activities of this session. Body positioning, 
communication, timing and the trigger of when to 
press are so crucial in order to win the ball back. It 
is vital that this information is bedded down early in 
the session and you would continue to refocus this 
message in the later activities.

By moving the 
red defenders, 
the blues 
can exploit 
possession 
with their good 
combination play

The off-the 
ball movement 
of the blue 
forwards creates 
opportunities in 
the final third
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