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Alan Keeling spent 20 years as a coach 
educator for the FA and for the PFA. He 
served Morecambe as academy manager and 
assistant first-team manager and he spent 
several years at Stalybridge Celtic. As academy 
manager, he twice took Stalybridge teams 
to the Conference Youth League title and 
he later became manager of the U21s. After 
gaining his Brazilian Pro Licence, he helped to 
take the club forward with a full time training 
programme for the first team.

He has also served Hyde United as assistant 
manager, Oldham Athletic as manager of the 
academy U15s and U16s, and he helped lead 
Maltese club Floriana from the relegation zone 
into the top four as first-team coach.

He is the founder of the Football For 
Life Premier Academy, which was the first 
organisation to run BTEC Sports Education and 
Football programmes.
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“This session encourages 
players to show they have 
no fear of making forward 
runs and shows them they 
can succeed in scoring as 
long as the passing is of a 
high standard”

SESSION 

GETTING INTO THE 
‘BIG W’ TO SCORE 
FIRST TIME
This training session is all about 
coaching players to understand how and 
why they need to get into the correct 
area – the ‘Big W’, as I call it – to give 
them the maximum opportunity to score 
goals for the team. 

The ‘Big W’ is effectively the penalty 
area but for training purposes we funnel 
the attacking players directly towards 
the goal for maximum impact.

The whole squad tends to enjoy this 
training session because it can be used 
for the benefit of every player in the 
squad, whatever position they play in. 

It is used to encourage the team to 
play the ball forwards and advance 
up the pitch into the ‘Big W’ area. All 
players love to score, even defenders, 
and this session gives them plenty of 
opportunities to do this. 

It encourages players to show they 
have no fear of making forward runs 
and shows them they can succeed in 
scoring as long as the passing is of a 
high standard.

These passing activities can become 
the foundation of every session as a 
warm up. They also show players the 
philosophy of the team, using high 
quality passing at a fast tempo.
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We set up a playing area of 40x20 yards. We’re using 
12 players who work in pairs to produce combination 
play in this passing and movement exercise. The blue 
pair are strikers and are positioned in the centre of the 
area, while the remaining players start in pairs at either 
end, as shown. The exercise works in both directions.

Play starts at the bottom of the playing area with 
a pass being played into one of the blue strikers by a 

PASSING AND MOVEMENT

[1a]

ALAN KEELING
GETTING INTO THE  
‘BIG W’ TO SCORE

player from the first red pair. The blue striker sets the 
ball off to the second player from the first red pair, who 
then plays a through pass into the path of his forward 
running team mate who started the passing pattern. 

The pattern continues with a pass being played 
across into the second blue striker, who has made a 
diagonal run to create space for the initial through 
pass. The passing and moving continues as shown [1a] 

Area:  
Up to half a pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
flat discs, 2 full size goals
Number of Players:  
Up to 12 players  
+ 2 goalkeepers

Session time:  
Passing and movement: 
15mins
The ‘Big W’ game: 15mins
The ‘Big W’ drill: 15mins
Attacking the ‘Big W’: 
15mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

The red players work in pairs. Play starts 
with a pass into one of the blue strikers 
by a player from the first red pair

The blue striker 
sets the ball off 
to the second 
red player, who 
then plays a 
through pass into 
the path of his 
forward running 
team mate

The first red passes across into the 
second blue striker who has made a 
diagonal run to create space

The pattern finishes when the ball 
is played to one of the waiting reds 
at the top of the playing area
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[1b]

ALAN KEELING
GETTING INTO THE ‘BIG W’ TO SCORE

until the ball is worked to one of the waiting players  
at the top end of the playing area. 

The exercise is then repeated from the opposite 
end of the area, with the same passing pattern being 
executed by the players in the other direction. Players 
should use one-touch only whenever possible, as 
shown [1b].

“Players work in pairs to produce 
combination play in this passing 

and movement exercise”
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The active red players 
from the first pattern 
make their way to the 
back of the queue at 
the end they finished

The player who receives the finishing pass 
of the first pattern plays a starting pass 
to the blue striker and the same pattern is 
executed in the opposite direction

Players should use 
one-touch only 
whenever possible
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ALAN KEELING
GETTING INTO THE ‘BIG W’ TO SCORE

THE ‘BIG W’ GAME

[2a]

We set up a playing area on half a pitch with a goal and 
a goalkeeper at each end, coned off to the width of the 
penalty area. An 18-yard box is marked in front of each 
goal, with four cones placed along each 18-yard line. The 
area of the ‘Big W’ is marked with flat discs at each end. 
We’re using 10 outfield players split into two teams of five. 

Play starts with a pass out from the keeper. We play 

a 5v5 game in the central area of the pitch, with the 
team in possession aiming to enter the area of the ‘Big 
W’ (the penalty box) by playing through balls beyond 
the cones for forward-running attacking players to 
capitalise on. When a player receives the ball in the 
‘Big W’, they have one-touch only to finish past the 
goalkeeper, as shown [2a]. 

Play starts with 
a pass out from 
the keeper 

Play a 5v5 game in 
the central area, 
with the team 
in possession 
aiming to enter 
the ‘Big W’ area 
of the penalty 
box by playing 
through balls 
beyond the cones 
for a forward 
to run onto

When a player receives the 
ball in the ‘Big W’, they must 
finish past the goalkeeper 
with a first-time shot
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ALAN KEELING
GETTING INTO THE ‘BIG W’ TO SCORE

[2b]

“The target is to get three players 
into the ‘Big W’ during each attack 

for a goal to count and the shot 
must be taken first time”

The game is directional and the aim is to produce 
combination play through the pitch to enter the ‘Big 
W’ and score a goal. 

We can progress the activity by requiring three 
attacking players to be inside the ‘Big W’ for a goal 
to count, as shown [2b].

Progress the 
activity by 
requiring three 
attacking 
players to be 
inside the ‘Big 
W’ for a goal 
to count

Play restarts from 
the keeper after a 
goal is scored

The aim 
is to use 
combination 
play through 
the centre 
of the pitch 
to create the 
chance to 
play a through 
ball into the 
penalty area
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“It’s important that players use the correct choice of finish, knowing 

 when to pass the ball into the net and when to hit it with power”

THE ‘BIG W’ DRILL

[3]

ALAN KEELING
GETTING INTO THE ‘BIG W’ TO SCORE

We set up a playing area on half a pitch coned off 
to the width of the penalty area, with a goal and 
goalkeeper at one end. The area of the ‘Big W’ is still 
marked with flat discs in front of the goal.

This exercise is a progression from the first passing 
pattern and links to the previous game. Players 

attack in pairs using the same passing pattern as 
used in the first exercise to combine with a pair of 
strikers. The aim is to get three players entering the 
‘Big W’ at the same time, creating a goal-scoring 
opportunity for any one of them, as shown [3]. 
Alternate the side of the starting pass.

Players attack in pairs using the 
same passing pattern each time 

The starting 
pair combine 
with a pair of 
strikers up 
the pitch. The 
aim is to get 
three players 
entering the 
‘Big W’ area at 
the same time

The drill 
should end 
with a first-
touch shot on 
goal with three 
players inside 
the ‘Big W’
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ATTACKING THE ‘BIG W’

[4]

ALAN KEELING
GETTING INTO THE ‘BIG W’ TO SCORE

We use the same playing area with the ‘Big W’ still marked 
with flat discs in front of the one goal and goalkeeper, but 
we add wide channels to either side, as shown. 

We’re using 10 outfield players, split into a red 
attacking team of eight and two blue defenders. 
The eight red attacking players are set up as part of 
a 4-3-3 formation, with two supporting full backs 
operating in the wide channels. The full backs are 
free to receive the ball in the wide channels and pass 
back inside the central area.

The aim for the team of eight attacking players is to 
produce combination play to move the ball beyond the two 
defenders and the four cones positioned on the 18-yard 
line in order to enter the ‘Big W’ and score a goal, as shown 
[4]. Once again, the target is to get three players into the 
‘Big W’ during each attack for a goal to count and the shot 
must be taken first time. To be successful, players must 
time their runs well to break the final defensive line. 

After each attack is dead, players must reset and 
attack again.

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to 
look out for?
The key points to look out for 
are: the quality of pass and the 
quality of control, the timing 
of support runs, and the timing 
and speed of the pass. It’s also 
important that players use the 
correct choice of finish when a 
goal-scoring chance is created 
– they should demonstrate they 

know when to pass the ball into 
the net, when to place their shot 
with accuracy and when to hit the 
ball with power.

What are the typical mistakes 
players might make and how 
do I avoid them?
Players can’t avoid making 
mistakes, they can only improve 
their performance over time, with 
plenty of effort and experience. 

Common mistakes that players 
make during this session include 

receiving the ball square on, 
instead of side on. Also, players 
can control the ball poorly with 
their first touch, putting it into 
the wrong place for the next 
pass. 

Other common mistakes include 
making poorly timed support runs 
and selecting the wrong finishing 
option to score.

To help players understand 
the session fully, it’s okay for 
coaches to walk them through 
the practice to begin with.
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The 
eight red 
attacking 
players 
are set up 
as part of 
a 4-3-3 
formation

Two red full 
backs can 
support play 
from the wide 
channels

The aim for the reds is to use 
combination play to move the ball 
beyond the two blue defenders 
and enter the ‘Big W’ area

Three attacking 
players must be 
inside the ‘Big 
W’ for a goal to 
count and the 
shot must be 
taken first time
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