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Alan Pardew enjoyed his first experiences of 
coaching with Reading after finishing his playing 
career at the club. He had two spells as caretaker 
manager and one season spent as reserve team 
manager before being appointed to the top 
job and he subsequently led the first-team to 
automatic promotion to Division One in 2002 and 
to a fourth place finish the following season.

Becoming manager of West Ham in 2003 and 
reaching the play-offs in his first season in charge, 
he led the Hammers to promotion to the Premier 
League via the play-offs in his second season. 
His successes at West Ham included guiding the 
club to the 2006 FA Cup Final, narrowly losing on 
penalties to Liverpool after a 3-3 draw.

Pardew was appointed manager of Premier 
League Charlton Athletic in December 2006. He 
subsequently became manager of Southampton, 
where he enjoyed success as his team won the 
2010 Football League Trophy.

His career highlights also include winning the 
Premier League Manager of the Season award 
in 2012 when he was at Newcastle. He also won 
the LMA’s Manager of the Year award the same 
season. He subsequently moved to Selhurst Park 
and led Crystal Palace to the 2016 FA Cup Final. 
His career in coaching has also included spells in 
charge of West Brom and ADO Den Haag.
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“I like this session because it 
allows a coach to experiment 
with the squad and examine 
players in multiple roles”

SESSION 

DEFENDING CROSSES 
WITH A BACK THREE
This session is all about setting a team 
up in a 3-5-2 formation and coaching 
them to defend against crosses 
from wide areas. It initially works on 
preventing opponents crossing from wide 
but it also rehearses players to defend in 
the penalty area if crosses come in. 

I like this session because it allows 
coaches to experiment with the squad 
and during the session they can examine 
their players in multiple roles. For 
example, a full back that traditionally 
operates in a back four could be 
appropriate to serve as a wing back or 
indeed as a side centre back in a 3-5-2 
system. Similarly, a centre back that 
typically operates in a back four may be 
able to operate as a side centre back or 
as the central centre back in a 3-5-2. 
Possible factors that will determine the 
best positioning of the players include 
physical capacity, technical ability and 
specific defensive qualities.

How often I run this session will depend 
upon the team set-up that is most 
appropriate for the squad and gives the 
team the best chance of winning the next 
game. If the team is very comfortable 
in the 3-5-2 system, it may be good to 
run the session for an extended period 
to refresh the basics of defending this 
way. Running it regularly could also give 
coaches a degree of flexibility during 
games, as it is often beneficial to be 
able to change the formation of a team 
without making a substitution.
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After a warm-up [not shown] the initial part of the 
session would be a phase of play. We set up on half 
of the pitch with a goal and a goalkeeper at one end. 
We’re using 17 outfield players. 

The red team are set up to defend the goal in a 
3-5-2 formation minus one striker, using three central 
defenders, two wing backs, and two midfielders sitting 
in front of the defence. The defending team would 
also have a number 10 and a number 9 as an outlet, 
should the defenders win the ball.

We would set up the blue attacking team to 
provide an appropriate challenge, representing the 
opposition in our upcoming match – in this case 
the blues are set up to attack the goal in a 4-2-3-1 

PHASE OF PLAY 1

[1a]

ALAN PARDEW
DEFENDING CROSSES 
WITH A BACK THREE

formation, initially minus the team’s two full backs.
Often in a phase of play like this, we would ask the 

attacking team to mimic a particular style of play that the 
upcoming opponents will use. In this case, we have asked 
them to play a fast, possession-based brand of football, 
keeping the ball on the floor and using the width of the 
pitch to produce crosses and to score from crosses.
This part of the practice focuses on defending the 
final third. The starting positions of the defending red 
wing backs is relatively narrow, forming a back five. As 
this is not a transition, the red defending team are in a 
good shape at this stage.

Play would start from the halfway line with the blue 
attacking team being asked to play either into midfield 
or out wide. As shown [1a], the ball starts with a blue 
central midfield player who passes across field to a 
second central midfielder, who then plays out wide 

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

Session time:  
Pre Activation/Warm Up: 
30mins
Phase of Play 1: 20mins
Phase of Play 2: 20mins 
11 v 11: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 
The reds set up to defend the goal in a 
3-5-2 formation, minus one striker

The blues set 
up to attack 
the goal in 
a 4-2-3-1 
formation, 
minus full 
backs. Play 
starts with 
the blues, who 
pass out to the 
left winger

As the ball is 
travelling, the 
red right wing 
back goes out 
to engage the 
opposition winger

The three red 
centre backs 
must take 
up effective 
positions in 
front of the 
goal to defend 
a potential 
cross delivered 
into the box

The two 
red central 
midfielders 
must take up 
positions in 
front of the 
centre backs, 
ready to pick 
up oncoming 
attacking 
midfielders 
and win any 
second balls
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[1b]

[1c]

ALAN PARDEW 
DEFENDING CROSSES WITH A BACK THREE

to the blue left winger. The red right wing back goes 
out to engage the opposition winger as the ball is 
travelling. He can do this without hesitation, knowing 
that there are three centre backs and another wing 
back defending centrally. The three centre backs must 
take up effective defending positions in front of the 
goal to defend a potential cross delivered into the box. 
The two red central midfielders must also take up 
their positions in front of the centre backs.

If the blue left winger is successful in delivering a 
cross into the box, then the red team must aim to 
defend and clear the ball effectively, as shown [1b]. In 
the event of a cross coming in, the defensive positions 

of the central defenders and the other wing back must 
be coached. They should fill slots in the zone in front 
of the goal, with good body shape and an awareness 
of the opposition team’s movements and positioning. 
Red defensive midfield players should also fill slots 
in front of the red defenders to clear crosses in that 
area, picking up oncoming attacking midfielders and 
winning second balls if the centre backs fail to make  
a good clearance.

This can be repeated in waves for 20 minutes. We 
would run the practice on both sides of the pitch to 
check the understanding of each player within the 
defending unit, as shown [1c].

The red 
defenders 
must be 
positioned 
on an angle 
to be able 
to see the 
position of the 
attackers and 
the position, 
timing and 
flight of any 
incoming 
crosses 

If the blue 
left winger is 
successful in 
delivering a 
cross into the 
penalty area, 
then the reds 
aim to defend 
and clear the 
ball effectively 

The practice works on 
both sides of the pitch. 
Here the ball is played out 
to the blue right winger 

The red left wing back is 
now released from the 
back five to apply pressure 
on the ball and must try 
to prevent the cross
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ALAN PARDEW 
DEFENDING CROSSES WITH A BACK THREE

[1d]

The activity can be progressed to create a more 
challenging situation for the defending team, 
with the red defenders now being asked to take 
up starting positions outside of the penalty area, 
as shown [1d]. The ball is played out wide to an 
opposition winger with the red wing back moving 
out to engage. The nearest centre back may now be 

required to engage on the cover if the wing back is 
beaten by the winger in a 1v1 situation. The other 
defenders in the back line and the two midfielders 
retreat into the box to take up appropriate defending 
positions in relation to the ball, including the 
opposite wing back who may now need to be one of 
the three defenders in front of the goal.

“We would run the practice on both sides of the pitch to check the 
understanding of each player within the defending unit”

To progress the activity, 
the red team now take 
up starting positions 
outside the penalty area 

The ball is played out 
wide to a blue winger 
and the red wing back 
moves out to engage 
the winger

The nearest 
red centre 
back may now 
be needed 
to engage on 
the cover if 
the red wing 
back is beaten 
by the blue 
winger in a 1v1

The other defenders in the back 
line and the two red midfielders 
retreat into the box to take up 
appropriate defending positions 
in relation to the ball

The opposite 
wing back 
may need to 
shift over to 
become one 
of the three 
defenders 
in front of 
the goal
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“One of the most important things is the speed at which the wing backs 

are able to get out and engage opposition players in wide areas”

PHASE OF PLAY 2

[2a]

ALAN PARDEW 
DEFENDING CROSSES WITH A BACK THREE

The session is now progressed. The basic set up 
remains the same, but we’re now adding two outfield 
players. Previously the red defence was set up in 
an ‘ideal’ way. However, by adding two full backs 
to complete the blue attacking team’s line-up, this 
can give the red wing backs a dilemma. They now 
may have to go forward and engage an oncoming 
opposition full back, meaning the nearest centre 
back would have to come out to defend against the 
opposition winger in a 1v1 should the attacker receive 
the ball. This means the opposite red wing back may 
now need to shift over to become one of the three 
defenders in front of the goal, as shown [2a].

If the wing back and the nearest centre back to 
the ball are required to come out into the wide 
area and engage both the opposition winger and 
attacking full back in a 2v2 situation with the aim of 
stopping a potential cross, the two remaining central 
defenders, plus the other wing back and the two 
red midfielders, must retreat into the box to take 
up appropriate defending positions in relation to the 
ball, as shown [2b].

We would repeat this attack in waves for about 20 
minutes, alternating the side of attack and asking the 
red defenders to react appropriately to defend against 
the attacking situation.

Progress the session by adding two full 
backs to complete the blue attacking team. 
This will make the job of defending harder 
for the red team

Here the red 
wing back 
goes to engage 
an oncoming 
opposition 
full back and 
is taken out 
of the game 
when the full 
back passes 
down the line 
to the blue 
right winger

The left sided 
red centre 
back must 
now come out 
to engage the 
winger and the 
ball in a 1v1 
situation

Now the opposite red wing back 
must take up the third central 
defensive position in the box
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[2b]

ALAN PARDEW 
DEFENDING CROSSES WITH A BACK THREE

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
One of the most important things to look at is the 
speed at which the wing backs are able to get out 
and engage opposition players in wide areas. This is 
particularly relevant if any specific detail about the 
opposition has been identified, such as the winger 
always comes inside to shoot, so the wing back 
would need to get out quickly to show the attacker 
down the line. 

Also important is the body position of the central 
defenders and midfielders in the penalty box 
when anticipating a cross coming in. They must be 
positioned on an angle to be able to see the position 
and movement of the oncoming attackers and the 
position, timing and flight of any delivered crosses.

Crucially, we want to see the defensive line squeezing 
the penalty box after a clearance to deny space to the 
opposition and relieve the pressure on the goal. 

The goalkeepers should play a key role in this 
session too. Their communication, encouragement and 
ability to come and claim crosses will relieve pressure 
in the important defensive moments of a game.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
A typical mistake can be players being dragged 
out of position by the movement of the attacking 
players. Although attackers must be marked 
in the penalty area, defensive players need to 
communicate well, pass men on and be aware of 
danger. Defenders should never cross over and 
switch positions with each other in this situation. 

Wing backs and centre backs defending wide 
areas should not dive in – they should stand up and 
deny space to the attacker. Defending against the 
opposite wide attacker is also important, as is the 
body shape of the last defender.

How would I put this in a game situation?
We can develop this session into an 11v11 game. Both 
teams can attack and defend, but the team coached 
to defend through the session should exhibit the 
points that have been addressed previously. By the 
same token, the attacking team representing our 
forthcoming opponents should maintain the same 
style of play that they used in the earlier phases 
of play in order to elicit the desired scenarios: 
defending in wide areas and against crosses.

In this situation, the red 
wing back and the nearest 
red centre back to the ball 
are both required to come 
out and engage in a 2v2 
situation with the aim of 
stopping a cross 

The two remaining red central defenders, 
plus the other red wing back and the two 
red midfielders, must retreat into the box to 
take up appropriate defending positions in 
relation to the ball in case a cross comes in
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