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FROM THE CHAIRMAN 
Welcome to the November 2021 issue of Elite Soccer. 
In this month’s magazine we have a five new training 
ground practices devised by some of the leading 
managers and coaches in the professional game. 

We’re delighted to begin this issue with a session 
written especially for us by Tottenham Hotspur’s 
respected Portuguese manager, Nuno Espírito Santo. 
He has shared a session he likes to use when explaining 
the basic fundamentals and principles of the game to 
his teams. We’re also pleased to welcome Luton Town 
manager, Nathan Jones, back to the pages of Elite 
Soccer. This month he has penned a session to help 
teams improve their counter-attacking.

Mansfield Town manager, Nigel Clough, has shared  
a session plan with us that is aimed at working on 
link-up play in the final third of the pitch and it focuses 
on attacking crosses and accurate finishing, whilst 
encouraging players to use good movement and the 
correct weight of pass.

We also have a session penned by Carlisle United 
assistant manager, Gavin Skelton. It is aimed at 
getting players to quickly transition from defence  

into attack while opponents are out of shape and it 
shows them how to create overloads and plenty of 
goal-scoring chances.

At Elite Soccer we like to highlight the work of the 
brightest stars of academy coaching and to close this 
issue we have a session focused on managing the ball  
in the middle third of the pitch that has been written 
for us by Matt Layton of West Brom’s academy.

I hope you find that this month’s sessions help to 
improve your coaching and please let us know how you 
get on with them. We will return next month with five 
fresh sessions to help develop your players.
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“Nuno Espírito Santo has shared 
a session he likes to use when 
explaining the basic fundamentals  
of the game to his teams”
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Known simply as Nuno during his playing career 
as a goalkeeper, Espírito Santo first made a name 
for himself in Spain before returning to his home 
country of Portugal in 2002 to sign for Porto. 

After calling time on his playing career, he 
rejoined his former Porto manager, Jesualdo 
Ferreira, as a goalkeeping coach, first at Malaga 
and then at Panathinaikos. Becoming a manager in 
his own right in May 2012, he took Rio Ave to the 
final of the Taça de Portugal and the Taça da Liga, 
finishing both cup competitions as runners up to 
Benfica and qualifying for the Europa League for 
the first time in the club’s history.

He subsequently led Spanish giants Valencia to 
a fourth place finish in his first season and was 
named La Liga Manager of the Month three times.

Moving to Porto in 2016, he finished second in 
the league before relocating to England, where 
he was named manager of Wolverhampton 
Wanderers. He led Wolves to the Premier 
League after a six-year absence, winning the 
EFL Championship with two games to spare. In 
recognition of this achievement, he was voted 
LMA Championship Manager of the Year. In 
his time at the Molineux Stadium he achieved 
consecutive seventh-place finishes in the Premier 
League and led Wolves to the quarter-finals of 
the Europa League. He was appointed head coach 
of Tottenham Hotspur in June 2021.

MANAGER PROFILE 

NUNO ESPÍRITO 
SANTO 
TOTTENHAM HOTSPUR

“This is a go-to exercise for us 
to introduce, revise and train 
our most basic fundamentals  
of the game”

SESSION 

GAME 
FUNDAMENTALS
This game-based session is designed 
to focus on, and drill down on, some of 
the simple game fundamentals inside 
of our process. In a simple way, we can 
touch on each moment of the game 
with simple messages.

When we pass messages to the 
players while playing and competing, 
the quicker these messages can 
turn into actions, and with time and 
repetition into an automatic habit, it 
becomes what we are as a team. This 
is a go-to exercise for us to introduce, 
revise and train our most basic 
fundamentals of the game.

We would run this during a certain 
stage of pre-season in order to instil 
our key messages in all of the players. 
As we progress with a new group of 
players, these games become more 
competitive. During the season, when 
the schedule permits, we also like to 
do this work in clear weeks, sometimes 
as a means of ‘revision’, or maybe we 
might add some more specific detail to 
the work that is either relevant to the 
next opponent we are facing or for how 
we are developing the team. 

4
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We set up a playing area of 60x48 yards (or between 
the penalty boxes with the pitch coned off 10 yards 
in from each touchline). We position a goal and a 
goalkeeper at each end and position six mannequins 
as shown. 

We’re using 18 outfield players split into three teams 
of six. Two teams start in the central area in a 6v6 
and they have unlimited touches, while the third team 
support the possession team from outside the playing 
area, as shown [1a]. The outside team are limited to 
two touches and they have two players at each end 

GAME FUNDAMENTALS PRACTICE

[1a] [1b]

NUNO ESPÍRITO SANTO
GAME 
FUNDAMENTALS

1a 1d

1e

1f

2a

2b1b

1c

60

48 1010

on either side of the goals and two players working up 
and down the wing with one on each side of the pitch. 

The aim for the team in possession is to build from 
the back and attack centrally to score. The attacking 
team can use any of the six yellow support players 
on the outside of the pitch to provide them with a 
numerical advantage. When the ball is played to a 
support player on either side from the defending half 
and it is played back inside, then both side support 
players (the full backs) should advance up the wing 
into the opposition’s half, as shown [1b].1a 1d

1e

1f

2a

2b1b

1c

60

48 1010

Area:  
Two thirds of a pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 
6 mannequins, 2 goals
Number of Players:  
18 players + 2 goalkeepers

Session time:  
Up to 30 minutes

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

The red team starts 
in possession and 
the aim is to build 
from the back and 
attack centrally to 
score

The red attacking 
team can use any of 
the players on the 
outside for support 
and to give them an 
overload

When the ball is played to a 
yellow support player from the 
defending half and is played 
back inside, then both side 
support players can advance 
into the attacking half 

Two teams start in 
the central area in 
a 6v6 and they have 
unlimited touches 

The third team supports the 
possession team from the 
outside. The outside players 
are limited to two touches

1 2

31
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[1c]

[1d] [1e]

NUNO ESPÍRITO SANTO 
GAME FUNDAMENTALS

Once both yellow side support players have moved 
forwards into the attacking half, the aim for the team 
in possession is to find ways to attack centrally to 
score. Once the ball is in the attacking half, the team 
in possession now have four high support players 
that they can use to help them create goal-scoring 
opportunities, as shown [1c].

If it is not possible to find passes to attack centrally, 
then a midfield player can ‘open to the side’ in 
order to take up the original position of the yellow 

side support player. When a player from the team 
in possession moves to the outside of the pitch to 
receive, they are now limited to two touches to play 
the ball forwards down the side to a support player to 
progress the play, as shown [1d].

On receiving the ball, the player who has opened 
to the side has the option to play vertically down the 
side to a support player or back inside into the pitch 
to a team-mate, as shown [1e]. They can then re-join 
the game on the inside. 

1a 1d

1e

1f

2a

2b1b

1c

60

48 1010

1a 1d

1e

1f

2a

2b1b

1c

60

48 1010

1a 1d

1e

1f

2a

2b1b

1c

60

48 1010

If it is not possible to attack 
centrally, then a red midfielder 
can ‘open to the side’ to take 
up the original position of the 
yellow side support player

When a player from the team 
in possession moves to the 
outside to receive, they now 
have only two touches to 
play the ball forwards down 
the side to a yellow support 
player to progress the play 

1

2

Once both yellow side 
support players have moved 
into the attacking half, 
the red possession team 
must find ways to attack 
centrally

When the ball is in the 
attacking half, the reds can 
use the support of the four 
yellow outside players in that 
half to help them to create 
goal-scoring opportunities

2

The red midfielder who ‘opens to the 
side’ has the option to play vertically 
down the side to a yellow support 
player or back inside to a team-mate. 
After playing the pass, they can re-join 
the game on the inside

1

1
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NUNO ESPÍRITO SANTO 
GAME FUNDAMENTALS

[1f]

[1g]

“How one team can control the momentum of these short games depends 
on how well they make decisions in each moment of the play”

The team in possession should aim to produce 
combination play using players inside the pitch or the 
support players on the outside to create goal-scoring 
opportunities, as shown [1f]. 

When all the players are in the attacking half and 
there is a turnover of possession, the red team 
(who have lost possession of the ball) should press 
aggressively to try to win it back. The aim for the 

blue defending team who have now won possession 
of the ball is to find a pass to a side support player 
as quickly as possible. In reality, the blues have two 
options: to secure possession and build an attack 
themselves or for the side support player to play a 
vertical pass down the side for a forward player who 
has made a diagonal run to the outside to receive, as  
shown [1g].  

1a 1d

1e

1f

2a

2b1b

1c

60

48 1010

1a 1d

1e

1f

2a

2b1b

1c

60

48 1010

The reds should attack 
using combination play 
with their team-mates 
or with the support 
players on the outside 
to create goal-scoring 
opportunities 

Here the supporting 
wide yellow receives 
the ball on the outside 
and dribbles before 
passing into the centre

1

2

When all players are 
in the attacking half 
and there is a turnover 
of possession, the red 
team who have lost 
the ball, should press 
aggressively to try to 
win it back 

The aim for the blue 
defending team 
who have now won 
possession, is to find 
a side support player 
as quickly as possible

The blues have two 
options. They can secure 
possession and build 
an attack centrally or 
the side support player 
can play a vertical pass 
down the side for a blue 
forward player who has 
made a diagonal run to 
the outside to receive

1

2

3
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[1h]

NUNO ESPÍRITO SANTO 
GAME FUNDAMENTALS

1a 1d

1e

1f

2a

2b1b

1c

60

48 1010

When this vertical pass down the side is played, a 
counter-attack is initiated and must be completed. 
The forward who has moved to the outside has two 
touches maximum to play the ball back inside to a 
supporting team-mate – the attack then continues  
to a finish, as shown [1h].  

The main thing about the session is that the 
structure and rules of the set-up allows the thinking 
of the players to become in tune and aligned with 
each other, so we will start to see ‘team decision-

making’. And any work on the training ground that 
helps the team members think the same things, feel 
the same things and see the same things, is work that 
makes a team better.

We play three-minute games. Each of the teams 
plays each other once in each round of three games. 
Dependent on the physical load for the day, we play 
three rounds of games, meaning each team will play 
six games on the central pitch and three games on the 
outside as the support team.

COACHING POINTS
How do I progress the session? 
The players’ understanding of the game, its rules, 
the structure of it and the options it therefore gives 
them, informs their decision-making and this brings 
the work to life. The quality of the players and their 
intelligence is what progresses this session.

What are the key things to look for? 
This becomes entirely about decision-making – 
individually and collectively. How one team can 

control the momentum of these short games 
depends on how well they make decisions in each 
moment of the play: how they read the situation, 
how they collaborate, and how they learn to think 
the same things at the same time.

How would I put this in a game situation? 
The set-up of this activity allows us to have the 
game situation already in place, although it is a 
touch manipulated. What we expect is to see the 
benefit of this work transferred when we progress 
to two-team game-work, whether it be at 8v8 or 
10v10. 

When this vertical pass 
down the side is played, 
a counter-attack is 
initiated and must be 
completed

The blue forward 
who has moved 
to the outside 
has two touches 
to play the ball 
back inside to a 
supporting team-
mate. The attack 
then continues to 
a finish

1

2
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Nathan Jones is currently in his second spell 
as manager of Championship side Luton Town. 
He began his pro career as a defender at the 
club in 1995 but after a year at Kenilworth Road, 
Jones left for a 12-month spell in Spain, playing 
for Badajoz and Numancia. On returning to the 
UK he played for Southend, Brighton and Yeovil, 
winning promotion three times with Brighton.

It was with his final club, Yeovil, that Jones 
began taking his coaching badges, and in 2009 
he became the club’s assistant manager. After 
a brief spell as U21s manager at Charlton, 
he was appointed assistant head coach at 
Championship side Brighton in 2013. Going on 
to serve the club as first team coach, he also 
enjoyed a brief spell as its caretaker manager.

Appointed manager of League Two side Luton 
Town in January 2016, he saved the club from 
relegation in his first season in charge and 
oversaw promotion to League One a year later. 

In January 2019, with Luton flying high 
in second place in League One, Jones was 
appointed manager of Stoke City but he 
returned to Luton Town almost 18 months 
later and saved the Championship side from 
relegation.

MANAGER PROFILE 

NATHAN JONES 
LUTON TOWN

SESSION 

IMPROVING 
COUNTER-ATTACKS
This counter-attacking session is built 
around our own counter-attacking 
principles. It progresses from a simple 
wave practice and eventually leads into 
a small-sided game, where everything 
that we get the players to do revolves 
around our counter-attacking principles. 
This means winning the ball back 
quickly and always making the first or 
second pass forwards, without slowing 
down the play. The speed and timing of 
supporting runs is also important, as 
is the type of support and the finish. 
We like to try to expose defences that 
have been outnumbered by our counter-
attacking overload.

As a session, it engages players 
because they think it’s pretty realistic 
and because it culminates in the short, 
sharp, attacking style of the small-
sided game, where there are always 
opportunities to attack and to finish. 

There’s also a defending side to it 
because, in the face of the counter-
attacks, the defence is always 
overloaded, so the defenders have 
to work out how they should solve 
problems at the back. 

It fits into our own playing style and 
principles because, although we’re a 
front-footed, forward-thinking side, 
we can’t always be front-footed. 
Sometimes, against the strong teams in 
the Championship, we have to defend 
and then from a really strong position 
we counter-attack quickly and look to 
hurt the opposition at a time when they 
have been trying to hurt us. 

We have strong principles around 
counter-attacking, which aren’t just 
sporadic. These principles are drilled 
into the players week-in and week-out. 
We think that counter-attacking is a 
process, rather than just a something 
to react against and prevent. We prefer 
to be front-footed in our play but we 
always know that we have the option to 
counter-attack should we need to. 

9
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For this directional wave game, we set up a playing 
area between the penalty spot and the halfway line 
and cone it off to the width of the penalty area. We 
position a goal and a goalkeeper at each end. 

We’re using six outfield players split into two teams 
of three, plus two goalkeepers. The players wait to 
start either side of their own goal, with the three 
blues starting at one end and the three reds starting 
at the other end. 

COUNTER-ATTACKING WAVES

[1a]

[1b]

NATHAN JONES
IMPROVING 
COUNTER-ATTACKS

1a

1b

1c

1d

2a

2b

2c

3a

3b

3c

2d

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

The reds start in possession and play begins on the 
coach’s call, with one red attacker dribbling the ball 
out into the pitch with the aim of finishing past the 
goalkeeper, as shown [1a].

Once the red attacker has had an attempt on goal, 
two blue players attack the opposite goal in a 2v1 
situation against the original red attacker, who now 
attempts to recover and defend against the counter-
attack, as shown [1b].

1a

1b

1c

1d

2a

2b

2c

3a

3b

3c

2d

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

Area:  
Up to two-thirds of a pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 2 full 
size goal
Number of Players:  
Up to 20 players  
+ 2 goalkeepers

Session time:  
Counter-attacking waves: 
20mins
Counter-attacking game: 
20mins
Counter flow game: 
25mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Once the red attacker 
has had an attempt on 
goal or the ball is dead, 
he remains on the pitch 
to defend

Two blue players then attack 
the opposite goal with a new 
ball against the original red 
attacker in a 2v1 situation. 
The blues try to score a 
counter-attacking goal

Three reds start either 
side of their goal and 
they begin the game in 
possession

One red attacker dribbles 
into the pitch unopposed 
with the aim of finishing 
past the blue goalkeeper

The three blue outfield 
players remain static on 
either side of their goal 
for the first attack

1

2

1

2

3
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“Sometimes, against strong teams, we have to defend and then from 
a really strong position we counter-attack and look to hurt the 

opposition when they are trying to hurt us”

[1c]

[1d]

NATHAN JONES 
IMPROVING COUNTER-ATTACKS

1a

1b

1c

1d

2a

2b

2c

3a

3b

3c

2d

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

1a

1b

1c

1d

2a

2b

2c

3a

3b

3c

2d

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

Once the blue attack is completed and the ball 
is dead, the two blue players stay on the pitch and 
either press high or recover to defend against all 
three red attackers who surge forward from their 
end, combining with the ball. The reds try and 
capitalise on their 3v2 overload and try to score,  
as shown [1c]. 

Once the 3v2 attack has been completed and the 
ball is dead, the final blue player brings a new ball 
out into the pitch to join his team-mates in attacking 

the three reds, creating a 3v3 situation to finish the 
round of attacks, as shown [1d].

The process then begins again, with the next round 
of attacks starting with the blue team attacking in a 
1v0 situation against just the red goalkeeper. 

We play this for 20 minutes, placing the coaching 
emphasis on quick breaks, forward momentum and 
finishing the attack. We also work on encouraging 
supporting runs and on the timing of passes and the 
timing of runs to finish with a shot on goal.

Once the 3v2 attack has 
been completed, the final 
blue player brings the ball 
out into the pitch to join 
his team mates, creating a 
3v3 to finish the round of 
attacks

1

Three reds surge forward 
with a new ball, attacking 
the two blues with a 3v2 
overload 

Once the blue 2v1 attack 
is completed, the two 
blue players stay on the 
pitch and now defend a 
fresh red counter-attack

1

2
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NATHAN JONES 
IMPROVING COUNTER-ATTACKS

COUNTER-ATTACKING GAME

[2a]

[2b]

1a

1b

1c

1d

2a

2b

2c

3a

3b

3c

2d

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

We set up a playing area between the two penalty 
boxes and cone it off to a width two yards wider than 
the penalty area on each side. We mark out scoring 
zones and position a goal and a goalkeeper at each 
end, as shown. We’re using 18 outfield players split 
into three teams of six. The red team starts in the 
centre of the pitch as the attackers and the blue and 
the yellow teams start at each end and are made up 
of four defenders and two midfielders.

The coach starts play by serving a ball into the red 
team in the central area, who attack the four blue 
defenders (the two blue midfield players are not 
involved in defending the attack). The reds aim to 
enter the scoring zone in the final third of the pitch, 
as shown [2a]. We want to see the red team producing 
neat attacking combination play to create goal-scoring 
opportunities, as shown [2b]. 

Once the attack has been completed, the coach 

When the reds enter the 
scoring zone, they should use 
attacking combination play 
and their 6v4 overload to help 
them create a goal-scoring 
opportunity

The two blue midfielders 
remain inactive until the 
blues launch a counter-attack

The four blue 
defenders must try 
to stop the reds from 
scoring and launch 
a counter-attack if 
they win possession

3

2

1

The coach starts play by 
serving into the central 
red team, who receive 
and quickly launch an 
attack on the goal that 
the blues are defending 

Only the four blue 
defenders can attempt to 
stop the attack. The two 
blue midfielders remain 
static

The reds aim to enter the 
scoring zone in the final 
third of the pitch and 
create a scoring chance 

1

2

3
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[2c]

[2d]

NATHAN JONES 
IMPROVING COUNTER-ATTACKS

plays a new ball into the blue team who launch an 
attack on the yellow team at the opposite end of the 
pitch, as shown [2c]. As the blue team counter-attack, 
they try to create a new 6v4 situation as quickly as 
possible, with the two yellow midfielders remaining 
static and not involved in defending the attack, as 
shown [2d]. The reds now take over as the new 
defending team at the other end of the pitch and  

wait for the counter-attack to come in their direction. 
The game continues to flow in this manner. We play 

for 20 minutes, placing the coaching emphasis on 
quick breaks, forward momentum and finishing the 
attack. We work on encouraging supporting runs and 
look for players to use the correct timing of pass. 
We also want to see well-timed runs to finish the 
counter-attack with a shot on goal.

1a

1b

1c

1d

2a

2b

2c

3a

3b

3c

2d

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

If the blues don’t win 
possession, once the red 
attack has been completed, 
the coach plays a new ball 
into the blue defenders 

1

The blue midfielders 
are now active and 
should make well-
timed attacking 
runs, supported by 
the blue defenders

3

The six blues then launch 
a counter-attack on 
the yellow team at the 
opposite end of the pitch

2

The blue team counter-attack 
to create a new 6v4 situation 
as quickly as possible

Two yellow midfielders 
remain inactive while the 
blues counter-attack

The four yellow 
defenders try 
to stop the blue 
counter-attack

The red team who made the 
first attack now push up 
ready to defend against the 
next counter-attack when it 
comes in their direction

4

1

2

3
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“The object of the game is to attack quickly using wing backs. We want to 
see a constant flow of counter-attacks in both directions”

11v11 COUNTER-FLOW GAME

[3a]

NATHAN JONES 
IMPROVING COUNTER-ATTACKS

1a

1b

1c

1d

2a

2b

2c

3a

3b

3c

2d

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

We set up a playing area between the two penalty 
boxes, using the full width of the pitch and we 
position a goal and a goalkeeper at each end. We  
also mark out end zones and wide zones, as shown. 

We’re using 20 outfield players and two goalkeepers 
split into two full teams of 11, set up as shown with 
teams playing with three at the back in the end zones 
and wing backs pushing high up in the wide zones in 
the attacking half of the pitch.

The object of the game is to attack quickly using 
wing backs. We want to see a constant flow of 
counter-attacks in both directions, with teams 

encouraged to attack in numbers without worrying 
about the spaces left behind them. This will allow the 
other team to counter with a numerical advantage 
higher up the pitch on transition. 

We want players following our counter-attacking 
principles and, after winning the ball, we want to see 
the first or second pass always being played forwards.

We play three games using this set-up, with different 
restrictions and rules applied. For the first game, we 
want players sticking rigidly to their starting zones, 
with no players allowed to come out of their zones, as 
shown [3a], not even the attacking wing backs.

For the first game, players 
should stick rigidly to their 
designated starting zones, both 
in and out of possession

1

The team in 
possession can 
use both of their 
wing backs to 
attack and help to 
create goal-scoring 
opportunities

2

Here the right 
wing back quickly 
attacks high up 
the pitch but has 
to remain in the 
wide zone when 
passing the ball 
into the end zone

3
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NATHAN JONES 
IMPROVING COUNTER-ATTACKS

1a

1b

1c

1d

2a

2b

2c

3a

3b

3c

2d

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

1a

1b

1c

1d

2a

2b

2c

3a

3b

3c

2d

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

SCORING ZONE

For the second game, we now allow the wing backs 
to leave their wide zones and come inside the pitch 
to attack. We encourage as many players as possible 
to join the attack with them, as this will leave gaps 
behind for opposition attackers to exploit, as shown 
[3b]. This creates even more counter-attacks for our 
players to execute and rehearse defending against  
on transition.

For the third game, all players can now move freely 
between zones and we want to see players responding 
quickly to transitions of possession. After winning the 
ball the counter-attacking teams should aim to create 
a 6v4 attacking situation with two central midfield 
players and the two wing backs supporting the two 
centre forwards, as shown [3c].

We play this activity for 25 minutes.

[3b]

[3c]

For the third game, all 
players can now move 
freely between zones 

In transition, the team that 
wins possession should 
aim to produce a direct 
counter-attack as quickly 
as possible

1

For the second game, 
the wing backs are now 
free to leave their wide 
zones. They can come 
inside the pitch to attack 
with or without the ball 
when their team is in 
possession

1

Here the blues create a 
6v4 counter-attacking 
situation with two 
central midfield players 
and the two wing backs 
supporting the two 
centre forwards

3

2
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After a playing career that saw him represent 
Nottingham Forest, Liverpool, Manchester City 
and England, Nigel Clough moved into non-
league football as player-manager of Burton 
Albion. He led the club from the seventh tier 
of the English game to the brink of promotion 
to League Two before leaving to follow in the 
footsteps of his famous father, Brian, and take 
over as manager of Derby County. 

He subsequently served as manager of 
Sheffield United, where he was voted the  
LMA’s FA Cup Manager of the Year in recognition 
of United’s run to the semi-finals of the 
competition in 2014. The following season, 
Clough also led the Blades to the semi-finals  
of the League Cup. 

He returned to Burton Albion in December 
2015, finishing the season as runners-up in 
League One and leading the club to promotion 
to the Championship for the first time in its 
history. His two stints as Burton manager saw 
him take charge of more than 900 league games.

Clough was appointed manager of Mansfield 
Town in November 2020.

MANAGER PROFILE 

NIGEL CLOUGH 
MANSFIELD TOWN

“Our players always engage 
with this session because 
it is based on lots of quick 
decisions in tight areas”

SESSION 

FINISH THE ATTACK
This session is all about link-up play in 
the final third of the pitch and it focuses 
on attacking crosses and finishing, 
whilst encouraging players to use good 
movement and the correct weight of 
pass. It also tests the decision-making 
of the team.

Our players always engage with this 
session because it is based on lots 
of quick decisions in tight areas. It’s 
very important to practise this sort of 
training session on a regular basis, as its 
main principles can easily be replicated 
in a game situation, which is the aim of 
any good session plan.

We tend to use this session the day 
before a game because, generally, we 
don’t want to cover too much distance 
that close to a match. 

After evaluating the session with the 
players, it seems that they enjoy it and 
get a good return from its main focus.

16
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1 4

52

3

We set up a playing area made up of two penalty 
boxes separated by a five-yard channel running 
the width of the penalty areas. A full size goal and 
goalkeeper are positioned in their usual position at 
each end. 

We’re using 16 outfield players, split into four teams 
of four. A defending team starts in each penalty box, 
an attacking team starts in the central channel, and 
the members of the fourth team are positioned with 
one on each side of the two penalty boxes, as shown, 
and they support the attacking team from the outside.

END-TO-END SHOOTING GAME

[1a]

NIGEL CLOUGH
FINISH THE ATTACK

Play starts with a server passing the ball into the 
attacking team in the middle channel. On receiving  
the ball from the server, the attacking team enters  
the penalty area and tries to score a goal. 

If needed the attacking team can opt to use the 
support of either of the two players on the outside 
of the penalty area to create a 6v4 attack, as shown 
[1a]. The outside players can be used to link play with 
short passes or they can fire crosses into the penalty 
area. When the ball is played to an outside player, the 
attacking players can work on their movement and 

Area:  
41x44 yards
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
2 full size goals

Number of Players:  
16 players + 2 goalkeepers
Session time:  
End-to-end shooting 
game: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Play starts with a coach 
serving the ball into the 
team in the middle channel 

On receiving 
the ball from 
the server, the 
blue attacking 
team enters 
the penalty 
area and tries 
to score

The blue 
attacking 
team can use 
the support 
of either of 
the two green 
players on the 
outside of the 
penalty area 
to create a 
6v4 attack

The red 
defending 
team and the 
goalkeeper 
should try to 
defend against 
the attack

4

1

2

3
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[1b]

NIGEL CLOUGH 
FINISH THE ATTACK

timing of runs to be able to attack and finish from a 
cross, as shown [1b]. The defending team of four and 
the goalkeeper should try to defend against the attack.

If the attacking team scores, they are rewarded by 
retaining possession. They restart the practice with a 
new ball served into the central channel and they then 
attack the defending team at the opposite end.

If the defending team wins the ball they can 
immediately break out of their penalty area and 
counter-attack, with all four players in the team 
making supporting runs to join in and create a new  
6v4 attacking overload situation at the opposite end, 
as shown [1c]. If this happens, the attacking team that 
just lost possession replaces the counter-attacking 

team to become the new defending team ready to 
defend when the attack next comes back their way.

Once the players are used to the basics, we would 
progress the session by allowing the defending team 
to go press and engage the supporting players on the 
outside of the area, as shown [1d]. They could try to 
block crosses and stop clever attacking link-up play.

To progress the session further, if the attacking 
team loses possession we would allow them to 
counter-press to win the ball back in the area they 
lost it. If they succeed in regaining possession, they 
can continue to attack the same goal, as shown [1e].

As this game is performed at a high intensity, we 
would play just four games of five minutes.

[1c]

1 4

52

3

1 4

52

3

“The attacking 
team can use 
the support of 
either of the 
two players 

on the outside 
of the penalty 
area to create 
a 6v4 attack”

The outside 
players can 
be used to 
link play with 
short passes 
or they can fire 
crosses into 
the box 

The blue 
attacking 
players should 
use good 
movement and 
well-timed runs 
to try to finish 
from the cross

If the attacking 
team scores, they 
keep possession 
and are served a 
new ball to attack 
the other end

On losing 
possession, the 
blue attacking 
team switches 
roles with 
the reds and 
becomes the 
new defending 
team. They must 
be ready for the 
attack to come 
back their way

If the red 
defending team 
wins the ball, 
they immediately 
break out of their 
penalty area and 
counter-attack the 
other end

1

2

1

2

3
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NIGEL CLOUGH 
FINISH THE ATTACK

[1d]

[1e]

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
In terms of technical skills, we want to see players 
using the right weight of pass and employing an 
effective finishing technique. We also want to see, 
good attacking movement to get on the end of 
crosses and through balls.

Tactically speaking, we want to see players making 
the correct decisions in the final third. They should 
demonstrate that they know when to link play, when 
to make movement to create space and how to finish 
accurately from central and wide areas.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
A typical mistake players make is showing a lack of 
composure in the final third. They can also make 
the wrong decisions on the ball and employ poor 
finishing technique when under pressure.

How would I put this in a game situation?
This session can be replicated in any type of 
practice, as long as the focus is on the key 
principles that we are trying to achieve. This activity 
can be used to lead into an 8v8 small-sided game 
or a full 11v11 practice.

1 4

52

3

1 4

52

3

“We want to 
see players 

using the right 
weight of pass 
and employing 

an effective 
finishing 

technique”

Progress the 
session by 
allowing the 
defending team 
to go out, press 
and engage 
the supporting 
players on the 
outside of the 
penalty area

To progress 
further, if the 
attacking team 
loses possession 
allow them to 
counter-press 
to win the ball 
back in the area 
they lost it. If 
they succeed 
in regaining 
possession, they 
can continue to 
attack

1

1
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During a playing career that took him to Gretna, 
Carlisle United, Workington, Kilmarnock, 
Hamilton Academical, Barrow and Queen of the 
South, Gavin Skelton turned to coaching. While 
playing at Kilmarnock, he had gained valuable 
experience working with the Stirling University 
team and he subsequently served his second 
spell at Workington as player-manager, leading 
the club to the Northern Premier League Play-
offs in his one season in charge.

In June 2015 Skelton joined Queen of the 
South as assistant manager and after a spell as 
caretaker manager, he was appointed player-
manager on a permanent basis.

After another short spell as manager of 
Workington, he moved to Carlisle United’s 
academy before being appointed as the club’s 
assistant manager. He has also served Carlisle 
as caretaker manager.

MANAGER PROFILE 

GAVIN SKELTON 
CARLISLE UNITED

P
ho

to
: M

ar
k 

Fu
ll

er

“Players enjoy this training 
session because it is very 
game-realistic and it is 
performed at match tempo”

SESSION 

COUNTER-
ATTACKING
This session is all about counter-
attacking at pace. It teaches players to 
quickly turn defence into attack while 
opponents are out of shape and it also 
shows them how to create overloads 
and goal scoring chances.

Players like this session because it is 
very game-realistic and it is performed 
at match tempo. It involves all players 
and all positions so the whole team 
benefit from taking part in this session. 
It rehearses players in scoring goals, 
defending the penalty area and making 
both attacking runs in support and 
recovery runs to defend. 

This practice is most beneficial when 
players perform it at speed and at a 
high tempo. As it relates to game-like 
distances it can be a demanding session, 
so we would tend to run this on a 
Tuesday after the players have recovered 
from the weekend’s game and aren’t 
fatigued going into the coming fixture.

We would run this sesssion as 
match preparation if our forthcoming 
opponents tend to commit a number  
of players to attacking play.

20
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1a

1b

1c

1d

1e

2a

2b

2c

2d

2e

should this diagram show the rest of the blue team ‘resetting’?

We set up a playing area between the penalty boxes of 
a pitch, with a goal and a goalkeeper at each end. The 
playing area is coned off to the width of the penalty area.

We’re using 18 outfield players, split into six blue 
defenders and 12 red attackers. Four attackers start 
at each end, while the remaining four attackers start 
on either side of the halfway line marked by three blue 
defenders in each half, as shown.

COUNTER-ATTACKING PRACTICE 1

[1a]

GAVIN SKELTON
COUNTER-ATTACKING

The attackers work in pairs and start from either 
side of the goal. One of the attackers starts play by 
combining with his team mate, who receives the ball 
and plays a longer pass forwards into one of the two 
strikers in the attacking half of the pitch, as shown 
[1a]. Both starting players make supporting forward 
runs to join in and create a 4v3 attacking overload 
situation with the aim of scoring a goal. The four 

Area:  
Up to full pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
2 full size goals

Number of Players:  
20 players + 2 goalkeepers
Session time:  
Practice 1: 22mins
Practice 2: 32mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

The attackers work 
in pairs and start 
from either side of 
the goal. The player 
with the ball plays 
a starting pass 
across to a team 
mate

The team mate 
receives and then 
plays a longer 
pass forwards 
into one of the 
two strikers in the 
attacking half

Both starting 
players make 
supporting forward 
runs to join in 
with the attack 
and create a 4v3 
attacking overload 
situation with the 
strikers

The three blue 
defenders must 
try to stop the 
reds scoring

4

1

2

3
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1a

1b

1c

1d

1e

2a

2b

2c

2d

2e

should this diagram show the rest of the blue team ‘resetting’?1a

1b

1c

1d

1e

2a

2b

2c

2d

2e

should this diagram show the rest of the blue team ‘resetting’?

“The attacking 
players must be 

direct in their 
approach and 
produce clever 
movements and 
combination play 
to create scoring 

opportunities”

[1b]

[1c]

GAVIN SKELTON 
COUNTER-ATTACKING

attacking players must be direct in their approach and 
produce clever movements and combination play to 
create goal scoring opportunities, as shown [1b].

Once the attack has been completed, the 
attacking pair join the back of the queue. The next 
pair immediately launch an attack in the opposite 

direction, making forward passes and forward runs 
to create a new 4v3 situation with the strikers in the 
other half, as shown [1c].

Once players are used to the mechanics of the drill, 
we can progress it by allowing one of the players 
in the attacking pair to dribble with the ball before 

The four attackers should try 
to exploit the overload they 
have created

The four attacking players must 
be direct in their approach and 
produce clever movements and 
combination play to create goal 
scoring opportunities

Once the attack has been 
completed, the two red 
attackers join the back of 
the queue at the end they 
have just attacked 

The next red pair attack in the 
opposite direction, making 
forward passes and forward 
runs to create a new 4v3 
situation at the opposite end 
of the pitch 

2

1

1
2
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GAVIN SKELTON 
COUNTER-ATTACKING

[1d]

[1e]

combining with the two strikers. The first pass 
played into the strikers can now be contested by an 
opposition defender, as shown [1d].

We can progress the activity further by introducing 
a second ball from the coach, which would be played 
into one of the four attackers in the attacking half 

as soon as the first attack is complete or the ball has 
gone out of play. This means both the attacking and 
defending players must be alert to the fresh challenge 
and react accordingly, as shown [1e]. To keep the 
pressure intense, we would play three non-stop games 
of six minutes with two minutes of rest in between. 

1a

1b

1c

1d

1e

2a

2b

2c

2d

2e

should this diagram show the rest of the blue team ‘resetting’?1a

1b

1c

1d

1e

2a

2b

2c

2d

2e

should this diagram show the rest of the blue team ‘resetting’?

Progress the activity so one 
of the players in the attacking 
pair can now run with the ball 
before combining with the 
two strikers 

The first pass played into one 
of the strikers can now be 
contested by a defender 

Progress the activity further 
by introducing a second ball 
from a coach on the outside 
of the pitch once the first 
attack is complete or the 
ball is dead The second ball is played 

into the attacking team of 
four, meaning both attacking 
and defending players must 
react accordingly

2

1

2

1
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1a

1b

1c

1d

1e

2a

2b

2c

2d

2e

should this diagram show the rest of the blue team ‘resetting’?1a

1b

1c

1d

1e

2a

2b

2c

2d

2e

should this diagram show the rest of the blue team ‘resetting’?

COUNTER-ATTACKING PRACTICE 2

[2a]

[2b]

GAVIN SKELTON 
COUNTER-ATTACKING

We set up on a full pitch with a goal and a goalkeeper 
at each end and with a target line marked 10 yards 
over the halfway line, as shown. 

We’re using 20 outfield players split into two 
teams: a red attacking team of 10 and a blue 
defending team of 10. In one half of the pitch the 
attackers have a 10v7 overload but the defending 

team also has a front three positioned on the 
halfway line ready to counter-attack if their team 
wins possession.

The red attacking team starts in possession with the 
aim of playing their way through, around or over the 
blue defending team of seven to create a goal scoring 
opportunity, as shown [2a]. 

The red attacking team starts 
with the ball. They have a 10v7 
overload in the defending half 
of the pitch and must build an 
attack on the goal The blue defending team has 

a front three waiting on the 
halfway line ready to attack 
if the blues win possession

If the blue defending team 
wins possession, as they do 
here with an interception, 
then they counter-attack 
immediately by playing a pass 
into the three blue forwards 
on the halfway line

The aim is to get beyond 
the target line as quickly as 
possible and continue the 
forward momentum towards 
the goal at the opposite end 

One extra player from the 
blue defending team can 
join the forwards by crossing 
into the opposition’s half to 
support the counter-attack

2

1 

3

1

2
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“To maximise 
attacking 

opportunities 
we want to see 

that players 
recognise the 

quality and 
detail of the 
shot needed 

when finishing a 
counter-attack”

[2d]

[2c]

GAVIN SKELTON 
COUNTER-ATTACKING

If the defending team of seven wins the ball, then 
they must try to quickly launch a counter-attack by 
playing a forward pass into one of their three forward 
players stationed on the halfway line. The aim is to get 
beyond the target line as quickly as possible and then 
continue the forward momentum towards the goal at 
the opposite end, as shown [2b]. The front three can 

be joined in their counter-attack by one additional 
player from the blue defending team. 

The four counter-attacking players aim to produce 
various movements and combination play to create 
a chance and score, as shown [2c]. As the counter-
attack is being executed, the rest of the team push up 
the pitch behind the ball. 

1a

1b

1c

1d

1e

2a

2b

2c

2d

2e

should this diagram show the rest of the blue team ‘resetting’?

1a

1b

1c

1d

1e

2a

2b

2c

2d

2e

should this diagram show the rest of the blue team ‘resetting’?

The four counter-attacking 
players produce various 
movements and good 
combination play to 
create and score 

As the counter-attack is 
being executed, the rest of 
the blue team push up the 
field behind the ball

Once the counter-attack 
is dead, the four blues 
immediately make recovery 
runs back to their original 
starting positions on the pitch

A new ball is played in to the 
reds by the coach and a new 
10v7 phase of play is initiated, 
with the reds launching 
another attack

2 1

1

2
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[2e]

GAVIN SKELTON 
COUNTER-ATTACKING

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
We are looking at three main coaching points. 
Firstly, we want to see players using the correct 
speed of pass. Secondly, to maximise attacking 
opportunities we want to see that players recognise 
the quality and detail of the shot needed when 
finishing a counter-attack. And thirdly, we want 
to see that our players are aware of the tactical 
requirements needed on transition, both in and 
out of possession, because we really don’t want 

to get countered from a counter-attack. We want 
to accomplish these three points of focus during 
the training session and stay consistent with our 
message to the players.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
The quality of the final pass or shot can sometimes 
be misunderstood by the players – they will think 
the support runs are the hardest part of the 
activity, but there is no point in making the runs if a 
lack of concentration means that the move doesn’t 
result in a goal or a shot on target.

1a

1b

1c

1d

1e

2a

2b

2c

2d

2e

should this diagram show the rest of the blue team ‘resetting’?

Once the counter-attack has been completed, the 
four blues who have just taken part in the counter-
attack are now expected to immediately make 
recovery runs back to their original starting positions 
on the pitch. Another ball is played in by the coach to 
one of the 10 red attackers and a new 10v7 phase of 
play is initiated in the defending half, as shown [2d].

If the 10 red attackers score a goal or if the ball goes 
out of the play at any stage during an attack, then 
a second ball is played in by the coach to the blue 
defending team, who look to immediately initiate a 
counter-attack, as shown [2e].

We play three non-stop games of 10 minutes with 
two minutes of rest between games.

If the 10 red attackers 
score or if the ball 
goes out of the play 
during an attack, then 
a second ball is played 
in by the coach to the 
blue defending team 

Once they receive the 
second ball from the 
coach, the blues must 
look to immediately 
initiate a counter-
attack with a pass 
into their front three

1

2
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Matt Layton is Lead Youth Development 
Phase Coach at West Bromwich Albion’s 
academy, a role that has included leading and 
managing the club’s multidisciplinary coaching 
programme for the U12s to the U16s age 
groups.

He has also served West Brom as an U11s 
academy coach, a Youth Development Phase 
Academy Coach and as Football Operations 
Manager. He previously worked as an academy 
coach at Birmingham City.

He is a UEFA A licensed coach and holds 
the FA Advanced Youth Award. He has a 
Sports Management degree from University of 
Birmingham and a Higher Education Diploma 
in Elite Coaching Practice. He is currently 
undertaking a PHD in Sport, Physical Education 
and Health Sciences at the University of 
Edinburgh, focusing his research on meaningful 
factors within the academy process. 

COACH PROFILE 

MATT LAYTON 
WEST BROMWICH 
ALBION

“The session allows the coach 
to set tactical problems and 
stretch and challenge players 
technically, psychologically 
and physically”

SESSION 

MANAGING THE 
BALL IN THE 
MIDDLE THIRD
This session focuses on managing the 
ball in the middle third of the pitch. 
It has specific positional objectives: 
it teaches defenders to recognise and 
execute successful passes into the 
middle third, while showing midfielders 
and attackers how to move effectively 
to create space and how to receive to 
play forward.

The session’s design allows the coach 
to set tactical problems and stretch 
and challenge players technically, 
psychologically and physically, while 
focusing on the specific needs of the 
individual. 

This session provides deliberate 
practice opportunity and the design 
and progressions offer opportunities 
for tactical interventions. The players 
are challenged to make effective 
tactical decisions, focusing on how 
they can solve specific game-related 
challenges using their technical skills, 
physical ability and elite psychological 
characteristics.

This session can be adapted to meet 
the needs of specific individuals. I would 
look to run a session of this type when 
practising topics around midfield play 
and receiving.   

27
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1a 1d

1e1b

1c

50

2828 14

50

2828 14

50

2828 14

50

2828 14

50

2828 14

We set up on a pitch with a goal and a goalkeeper at 
each end. We divide the playing area into zones: two 
end zones of 28 yards long and a 14x24-yard box in 
the centre of the pitch, plus a wide channel on each 
wing of the central box.

For this session we’re using 18 outfield players and 
two goalkeepers divided into two teams of 10. The 
red team is set up in a 3-4-2 formation, while the 
blue team is set up in a 3-3-3 formation. Only the 
midfielders of each team can initially play inside the 

PLAYING THROUGH MIDFIELD

[1a]

MATT LAYTON
MANAGING THE  
BALL IN THE  
MIDDLE THIRD

“The team in possession should aim to create 
and utilise the central overload – it’s a 4v3 

overload in favour of the red possession team”

central box – any other players should go through 
the outside wide channels.

The aim of the practice is for the team in 
possession is to try to build an attack from the 
back and play through the midfielders in the central 
midfield box to successfully enter the final third 
and create a goal scoring opportunity. The team in 
possession should aim to create space and utilise 
their central overload – in this example it’s a 4v3 
overload in favour of the reds, as shown [1a]. 

Area:  
70x50 yards
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
2 full size goals

Number of Players:  
18 players 
+ 2 goalkeepers
Session time:  
30mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

The aim for the red 
possession team is 
to build the attack 
from the back and 
play through the 
central midfield 
box to create a goal 
scoring opportunity 
in the final third

The red team is set up with a 4v3 
overload in the central box, which it 
should utilise to play the ball forward

Only midfielders can play in the 
central box. Progress by allowing 
one midfield player to make 
forward runs off the ball to join 
the attack in the final third and 
create a 3v3 situation

1

2

3
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MATT LAYTON 
MANAGING THE BALL IN THE MIDDLE THIRD

How do I progress the session?
If playing though the central midfield box is not available 
or if the players require a further challenge, we can 
progress the practice by allowing the in-possession red 
team to play through the wide channels using the support 
of the full backs or the wide midfielders, who can move 

into the outside channels, as shown [1b].
We can challenge the players’ decision making by 

encouraging them to receive in alternative zones. 
We could ask central midfielders to receive in wide 
channels, as shown [1c], and also allow other players 
to enter the central zone, such as the striker who 

The midfield players 
positioned in the 
central midfield zone 
should aim to make 
various movements 
and rotations to try to 
receive the ball 

If playing through the centre is not on, progress the activity so 
the red possession team can play through their full backs, who 
can advance forwards into the outside channels unopposed

The red possession 
team can now attack 
centrally, or down the 
sides via either of the 
outside channels

Progress the practice 
so the central attacking 
midfielders are allowed 
to move into the outside 
channels to receive 
forward passes

Another option is to use a long diagonal pass from 
the back to switch the play and release a forward-
running full back on the opposite side to the ball if 
play becomes predictable down one side 

2

1

3

1

2
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[1d]

could drop into the midfield to receive, as shown [1d].  
This can be done by encouraging rotations, 
player interchanges and individual movements.

A further progression can be introduced by 
allowing players in the out-of-possession blue team 
to track forward runs into other thirds of the pitch, 
making every area fully opposed. For example, the 
blue wide player can track the forward run of the 

red full back all the way into the outside channel, 
as shown [1e]. This can take place all over the pitch 
with players from the out-of-possession blue team 
now allowed to follow their opponents into other 
zones to defend.

We play for 30 minutes, with the coach observing 
when and how to progress or release the challenges 
for individual players.

“The coach will encourage the opposition team to 
press high from the front and man mark. This will 

create problems for the in-possession team”

When their team is in possession, 
players are now free to rotate and 
interchange positions to find space to 
receive, turn and attack the opposition

Progress the practice to allow other players into 
the central box. Here a red striker drops into the 
midfield to replace the red midfielder who has 
moved into the outside zone. This ensures the 
4v3 central overload is maintained and continues 
to provide good options to attack centrally

1

2
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COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
The coach will look to align observations around 
the key principles of the topic: managing the ball in 
the middle third. The coach would also monitor the 
individual positional objectives he has set the players. 
For the possession team, defenders should spot and 
execute successful passes into the middle third, while 
midfielders and attackers should move effectively to 
create space to receive and play forwards. 

The coach will encourage the opposition to press 
high from the front and man mark where possible. 
This will create problems for the in-possession team 
that the coach will then be able to encourage them 
to correct. He will ask them to consider these key 
questions: what movements do they need to make 
to lose their marker? Do they need to make second 
movements or interchanges? How do they adjust 
their body to receive to play forwards?

The coach will also ask the in-possession team to 
solve the tactical challenges presented and encourage 
them to create overloads in each section of the pitch 
to help build and complete attacks. The coach should 
then look to identify key psychological behaviours and 
characteristics in the players that present themselves, 
providing appropriate challenges and feedback to 
support this individual area of development.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Players will need to be encouraged to interchange 
and rotate through zones. Often they get stuck in one 
zone, meaning they can't create space for themselves 
and for others to receive and build attacks. 

We see another common mistake when forwards 
for the out-of-possession team drop off to the line, 
meaning it’s too easy for the in-possession team’s 
defenders to receive and play forwards. We remedy 
this by encouraging a high man-for-man press. 

Sometimes strikers for the in-possession team 
can look to receive to feet, neglecting the space that 
may be available in behind the opposition defenders. 
This will challenge midfielders to look for penetrative 
passes and strikers to make penetrative movements 
off the ball. If they do this, opposition defenders will 
be stretched tactically and physically. 

How would I put this in a game situation?
The coach can progress this session into a small-
sided game by releasing the tactical constraints for 
both teams, meaning the players will have complete 
freedom of movement. This will extend decision 
making both with regards to out-of-possession 
strategy and in-possession problem-solving. The 
coach is then able to observe and feedback based 
upon the session aims or individual player objectives.

A further 
progression 
allows players 
in the out-of-
possession 
blue team to 
track forward 
runs into other 
thirds of the 
pitch, making 
the practice 
fully opposed

Here the blue wide player tracks the 
forward run of the red full back all the 
way into the outside wide channel

2

1
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More and more we’re starting to recognise the 
importance of helping players manage their well-
being. This is imperative in order to help players 
engage, learn and compete optimally. But what about 
you, the coach? What about your own well-being? This 
is just as important, but often overlooked.

In order to lead others, and in order to coach 
optimally, you need to be feeling at your best (or close 
to your best) as often as possible. 

A great way to manage your well-being as a coach is 
to utilise the PERMA Model, which was developed by 
psychologist Martin Seligman. 

Seligman has long been regarded as one of the 
world’s foremost psychologists, and is renowned for 
developing an approach called Positive Psychology 
back in the 1980s.

Whilst this term sounds a bit fluffy, Positive 
Psychology offers an evidence-based set of tools to 
help people explore the positive influences in their 
lives. Seligman suggests that human beings have a 
tendency to think negatively about the world around 
them, so through his work in Positive Psychology, he 
has committed himself to developing philosophies, 
tools, and techniques that help people recognise the 
positives in their life more often, and subsequently 
enjoy a happier and mentally healthier existence.

His PERMA model offers some guidelines that 
can help coaches to manage their well-being. 
PERMA stands for positive emotion, engagement, 
relationships, meaning, and achievement. Let’s briefly 
take each one in turn, and relate them to the world of 
coaching.

MANAGING YOUR WELL-BEING
SPORT PSYCHOLOGIST DAN ABRAHAMS TALKS ABOUT THE IMPORTANCE OF 
COACHES MANAGING THEIR OWN WELL-BEING

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY
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• Positive emotion: coaching is extraordinarily hard 
and so often drives feelings of negative emotion. To 
nurture your well-being, take time to think about 
what positive emotions your participation in coaching 
evokes. How does coaching make you feel when things 
are going well? What emotions coarse through your 
body when you’re enjoying coaching? 

Joy, satisfaction, happiness, gratitude, pride? Aim 
to remind yourself what positive internal experiences 
keep you coming back again and again. You can draw 
on these positive emotional memories when dealing 
with tough coaching moments or for when things 
aren’t going according to plan. 

• Engagement: this is related to ‘flow’. Flow, is a 
state of immersion in an activity where time seems to 
stop; it’s an activity that challenges one just enough 
to hold complete attention. 

Strive to immerse yourself in your coaching practice. 
To do this be intentional and execute on purpose. Be 
curious as you’re coaching. Strive to notice as much as 
possible. Accept that negative thoughts will creep in 
from time to time, but aim to keep your attention on 
your coaching tasks. Aim to stay focused on being the 
best coach you can be every second of every activity.

When you’re immersed in coaching what does that 
look and feel like to you? What are others seeing? 
Take a little time to imagine yourself immersed in  
a coaching activity. 

• Relationships: this may seem obvious, but strive 
for positive coach-athlete relationships. Try to find 
commonalities and things you like and respect about 
each individual on your team. 

With challenging, or even difficult players, look to 
empathise with those players’ viewpoints, and be 
open-minded about their individuality and their lens  
of the world. 

• Meaning: research has demonstrated that those 
who report feeling a part of something bigger are more 
engaged and sustain grater interest in their activities. 
So, why do you coach? What’s the bigger purpose? 
Is there a spiritual element for you? Are you striving 
to contribute to your community? Is it more about 
human interaction for you? Ask yourself why you’re 
coaching, and strive to answer that beyond the usual 
extrinsic values such as winning trophies.

• Achievement: well-being can also be built from 
enjoying the achievements you experience. But 
these achievements don’t have to be trophies or 
winners medals. They can be coaching qualifications, 
and they can be your involvement in a player’s 
accomplishments. They can be the reaction players 
have to a great activity you put on during training, and 
they can be a tactical process you put in place that’s 
deemed successful.

Achievement is multi-dimensional, and 
coaches would do well to award themselves self-
congratulation around the multiple achievements 
they have daily, because when you look for these 
achievements, they really are there!

As a coach, it’s important to prioritise your well-
being. By prioritising your well-being as a coach you 
give yourself a better chance to coach at your very 
best with greater consistency. The PERMA model 
offers a step-by-step guide to do so. 

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY



“I wish I’d had it when I started coaching”
Sir Alex Ferguson

“A fantastic magazine”
Arsène Wenger

“l look forward to receiving every issue”
Jose̓  Mourinho

WIN BETTER
THE WORLD'S MOST EXTENSIVE LIBRARY OF PROFESSIONAL 

COACHING SESSIONS AT YOUR FINGERTIPS

elitesoccercoaching.net 

CELEBRATING 10 YEARS AS THE COACHES’ CHOICE


	001_ES_Nov21
	002_ES_Nov21
	003_ES_Nov21
	004_ES_Nov21
	005_ES_Nov21
	006_ES_Nov21
	007_ES_Nov21
	008_ES_Nov21
	009_ES_Nov21
	010_ES_Nov21
	011_ES_Nov21
	012_ES_Nov21
	013_ES_Nov21
	014_ES_Nov21
	015_ES_Nov21
	016_ES_Nov21
	017_ES_Nov21
	018_ES_Nov21
	019_ES_Nov21
	020_ES_Nov21
	021_ES_Nov21
	022_ES_Nov21
	023_ES_Nov21
	024_ES_Nov21
	025_ES_Nov21
	026_ES_Nov21
	027_ES_Nov21
	028_ES_Nov21
	029_ES_Nov21
	030_ES_Nov21
	031_ES_Nov21
	032_ES_Nov21
	033_ES_Nov21
	034_ES_Nov21

	Button 29: 
	Button 30: 
	Button 24: 
	Button 26: 
	Button 31: 
	Button 32: 
	Button 33: 
	Button 34: 
	Button 35: 
	Button 36: 


