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Lee Johnson’s playing career took in promotions 
at Yeovil Town and Bristol City. He retired after a 
spell in the SPL with Kilmarnock, where he won 
the Scottish League Cup in 2012.

Following in the footsteps of his father, former 
Bristol City and Peterborough United manager 
Gary Johnson, Lee turned to coaching in March 
2013 when he was appointed manager of League 
One side, Oldham Athletic. He was just 31, 
making him the youngest manager in English 
football at the time. In his first weeks in the job, 
he lifted the club out of the relegation zone and 
saved Oldham from the drop.

After a subsequent spell in charge of League 
One club Barnsley, and having built a reputation 
as one of the best up and coming young 
managers in the country, in February 2016 
Johnson stepped up to the Championship to 
manage his former club Bristol City. He led City 
to the semi-finals of the 2017–18 League Cup, 
beating several Premier League clubs along the 
way, including Manchester United. 

In December 2020, Johnson was appointed 
manager of Sunderland and in his first season in 
charge he helped the club to victory in the final 
of EFL Trophy.
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“There is no perfect answer 
to the questions we pose the 
players, but they have the 
freedom to be creative within 
the constraints of the session”

SESSION 

DECISION MAKING IN 
THE FINAL THIRD
This session is all about recognising the 
best opportunities for playing through, 
over or around the opposition’s 
defence. For example, running this 
session helps players to work out the 
best attacking options for the team, 
whether that is passing direct into 
the striker or playing an early ball out 
wide for a quick cross because the 
opposition’s back line is dropping.

There is no perfect answer to the 
questions we pose the players, but 
they have the freedom to be creative 
and play what they see within the 
constraints of the session. 

As the session develops, I increase 
the difficulty and realism by adding 
opposition full backs and I try to 
motivate the defensive team by giving 
them the opportunity to counter-attack. 
To keep their interest high, I keep track 
of the score to motivate them further.  

I would run this every two weeks, 
usually on a Tuesday or a Wednesday 
as the physical output is demanding 
because the session can have wave 
after wave of attacks. However, I would 
run the opening technical part of the 
session more often as this is physically 
less demanding.
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We set up on the final third of the pitch with a goal 
and a goalkeeper in their usual positions. We place five 
mannequins outside the penalty area as shown. We’re 
using eight outfield players, positioned as shown, 
with four working down the right side of the pitch and 
four working down the left side. We begin by running 
a series of attacks down the right side of the pitch, 
utilising the four players on that side.

TECHNICAL PRACTICE

[1a]

LEE JOHNSON
DECISION MAKING  
IN THE FINAL THIRD

Attack 1 starts with the number 6 on the ball who 
passes into number 8. The number 8 turns and passes 
forward into the number 9, who sets the ball off with 
one touch for the number 8. He plays a through ball 
in behind the mannequin (that acts as a defending full 
back) for the forward run of number 7. The number 
7 delivers the ball into the box for the number 9 to 
finish, ideally with one touch only, as shown [1a]. 

Area:  
Up to half a pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
5 mannequins, 2 small 
target goals, 1 full size goal

Number of Players:  
Up to 16 players  
+ 1 goalkeeper
Session time:  
Technical practice: 15mins
Opposed practice: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Attack 1 starts with the red number 6 who passes 
into number 8. The number 8 turns and passes 
forward into the number 9, who sets the ball with 
one touch back to the number 8

The number 8 
plays a through 
ball in behind 
the mannequin 
for the forward 
run of the 
number 7

The number 7 delivers 
the ball into the box for 
the number 9 to finish 
with one touch

1

2
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LEE JOHNSON 
DECISION MAKING IN THE FINAL THIRD

Attack 2 starts with the number 6, who bounces the 
ball off the number 8. The number 6 then plays into 
the number 9 who sets for the number 8 to receive. 
The number 8 then drives forward with the ball and 
takes a shot at goal, while the number 9 makes a back 
post run, as shown [1b].

Attack 3 starts with the number 6 playing directly 
out wide for the number 7, who has dropped to 
receive the ball. The number 7 receives and aims to 
play a longer ball into the POMO (position of maximum 
opportunity) area of the penalty box for the number 9 
to finish with a shot on goal, as shown [1c].

Attack 2 starts with the 
number 6 who bounces 
the ball off number 8. 
The number 6 then plays 
into number 9

The number 
9 sets for the 
number 8 to 
receive

The number 8 
drives forward 
and takes a 
shot at goal

Attack 3 
starts with 
the number 
6 playing 
directly out 
wide for 
number 7 who 
has dropped 
to receive 
the ball 

The number 
7 receives 
and aims to 
play a longer 
ball into the 
POMO area in 
the box for 
the number 9 
to finish 

1

2

1

2

3
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LEE JOHNSON 
DECISION MAKING IN THE FINAL THIRD

[1d]

Attack 4 starts with the number 6 passing the ball 
into number 8, who has made a movement behind the 
mannequin to receive centrally. The number 8 turns 
and drives across field with the ball before releasing 
a through pass for the forward run of number 7, who 
makes a blind side run either in behind or across the 
face of the mannequin full back. The number 7 finishes 
the attack with a shot on goal, as shown [1d].

After alternating the first four attacks down 
different sides of the pitch for seven minutes, we 
would then switch players onto the other side of the 
pitch and repeat all four attacks on both sides for 
another seven minutes. This would allow wingers the 
opportunity to be inverted and to finish with their 
stronger foot. We would spend 10-15 minutes on this 
tecnical part of the session.

“After running the first four attacks down the right side of the 
pitch, we would then run all four attacks on the left”

Attack 4 starts with number 6 
who plays the ball into number 
8 who has made a movement 
behind the mannequin to 
receive centrally

The number 8 turns and 
drives across field with 
the ball before releasing a 
through pass for the forward 
run of the number 7

The number 7 has made a 
blind side run either in behind 
or across the face of the 
mannequin to receive and 
finishes with a shot on goal

Repeat all four 
attacks on the other 
side with the blues

4

1 2

3
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OPPOSED PRACTICE
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LEE JOHNSON 
DECISION MAKING IN THE FINAL THIRD

We set up on half a pitch with a goal and a goalkeeper 
in their usual positions at one end and two small 
target goals at the other end. Two mannequins are 
positioned as shown, representing defending full 
backs. Zones are marked on the pitch with flat cones 
and their importance is explained to the players.

We begin by using 14 outfield players split into a red 
attacking team of 9 and a blue defending team of 5, set 
up as shown [2a], with the reds enjoying a 4v3 midfield 
overload in the combination play zone. They also have a 
striker breaking out of the combination zone and going 
up against two blue central defenders in front of goal, 
plus a wide player in each pocket and an overlapping 

full back on each flank, ready to attack or cover.
The aim for the red team is to attack by employing 

similar patterns to those rehearsed in the technical 
practice and using good decision-making to decide on 
the best pattern to use. If the blues win the ball at 
any point during an attack, they must counter-attack 
one of the two mini goals as quickly as possible. The 
red attacking team can counter-press immediately 
on losing possession with the aim of winning the ball 
back – and if they succeed, they continue to attack 
using one of the various rehearsed combinations.

The coach starts play by passing the ball into the 
red team in the central area. To begin with, we are 

The aim for 
the red team 
is to attack 
the main goal 
by employing 
similar 
patterns to 
those used in 
the technical 
practice

The aim for 
the blues is to 
try to win the 
ball back and 
if they succeed 
they must 
counter-attack 
one of the two 
mini goals 

The coach 
plays the ball 
into the central 
area to start 
the practice

Initially the reds 
have to make five 
consecutive passes in 
the central zone in a 
4v3 before employing 
the best attacking 
pattern for the 
situation

The red number 9 and 
10 attack the central 
zone in front of the 
goal but it’s the left 
winger who makes a 
back post run to finish 
from the cross 

The number 
7 begins by 
coming inside 
into the pocket 
to receive and 
then passes 
forward to the 
overlapping 
full back who 
receives here 
and crosses 

The two blue centre 
backs can recover and 
defend against the cross 

2

4

1

3

5

1

2
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LEE JOHNSON 
DECISION MAKING IN THE FINAL THIRD

looking for the red attacking team to keep possession 
in the midfield and then break out and score. 

To encourage this we initially ask the reds to make 
five consecutive passes in the central zone in a 4v3 
situation before being allowed to play the ball out 
wide. In this first example, the wide player (number 
7) has moved inside into the pocket to receive the 
breakout pass and then plays it to the overlapping full 
back, who receives the ball in the early cross zone 
and crosses into the penalty area. The number 9 and 
number 10 attack the central zone in front of the goal, 
but it’s the left winger who makes a back post run to 
finish from the cross, which can be defended by the 
two blue centre backs, as shown [2b].

To progress the activity, we remove the five-pass 
rule. With this change, the coach starts play by 
passing to the deep lying midfielder (the number 6). On 
receiving the ball, the number 6 can switch the play 
directly to the wide players. In this example the wide 
player (number 11) makes a wide movement to receive 
the ball in the early crossing zone. The wide player then 
delivers an early cross for the red numbers 7, 8, 9 and 
10 to attack in the key areas in front of goal and one 
finishes the move with a shot, as shown [2c].

Alternatively, the reds can build an attack using 
combination play through the central zone using the 
number 9 who has a free first touch before the blue 
defenders are able to press him. As the aim is to 

The five-pass 
rule is removed 
and the coach 
starts play by 
serving to the 
red number 6 

When the winger 
goes wide, the 
full back goes 
inside to pick 
up any poor 
clearances to 
keep the attack 
alive if necessary

The red numbers 
8, 9, 10 and 11 
attack the key 
areas in front of 
goal but it’s the 
number 11 who 
makes this back 
post run to finish 
with a shot on 
target

The red number 6 sees 
the best attacking 
option to be a switch 
of play to the number 
11 who has made a 
run to receive in the 
early crossing zone

The red numbers 
8, 9 and 10 and 
the right winger, 
attack the key 
areas in front 
of goal and one 
finishes with a 
shot. A defender 
can track the red 
number 8, giving 
the attackers a 
4v3 overload

This time the number 6 initiates an 
attack employing combination play 
to get through the central zone

The number 9 
has a free first 
touch before 
the blues can 
press him and 
he sets the 
number 10 for a 
pass out wide

The number 
7 has made a 
run in behind 
the mannequin 
to receive and 
crosses first 
time from the 
upgrade zone

1

4

2

3

3

1

2
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LEE JOHNSON 
DECISION MAKING IN THE FINAL THIRD

produce similar patterns to the technical practice, in 
this example we show a possible set from the number 
9 to the number 10, who plays the ball out wide and in 
behind the mannequin that represents a defending full 
back. The right winger then aims to produce a one-
touch cross from the upgrade zone. The red numbers 
8, 9 and 10 attack key areas but in front of goal but 
it’s the left winger that makes a back post run and 
finishes with a shot on goal, as shown [2d]. 

In the fourth attacking example, the number 6 
passes into the central zone, where combination play 

takes place. A pass is then played into the pocket for 
a wide player, who has moved inside to receive. The 
wide player can then combine with the number 9 or 
the number 10 to get in behind the last defensive line, 
using a possible one-two combination, as shown [2e].

As a progression, in the fifth attacking example we 
remove the mannequins and we now add full backs to 
the blue defending team to offer a tougher challenge 
to the red attackers. The reds combine to work the 
ball through the central zone before the number 8 
plays into the number 10, who turns and plays a pass 

Progress the 
practice by 
replacing the 
two mannequins 
with two blue 
defending 
full backs 

1

In this example combination 
play takes place in the 
central zone before a pass 
is played into the pocket 
to a wide player who has 
moved inside to receive 

The wide player 
combines with 
the number 9 
using a one-
two to get in 
behind the last 
defensive line 

The wide player 
dribbles into the 
upgrade zone 
and crosses for 
the number 10 to 
finish first time

In this example the number 
8 plays into the number 10, 
who turns and plays a pass in 
behind into the upgrade zone 

The wide player 
moves into 
the pocket to 
show to feet 
before switching 
direction 
and running 
in behind to 
receive and 
shoot from the 
edge of the 
penalty box

2

3

1

2

3
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LEE JOHNSON 
DECISION MAKING IN THE FINAL THIRD

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
On the blue defending team we want to see the 
central midfielders winning possession and playing 
the ball quickly into a mini goal on the counter. If 
the blue centre backs win possession they should 
find a central midfielder or pass into a mini goal 
directly. We want to see the blue centre backs and 
central midfielders defending crosses and clearing 
the ball. If the goalkeeper secures the ball, they 
should find a team mate to hit the mini goal or hit 
the mini goal with a throw or kick themselves. 

On the attacking team, we want to see quick one-
touch and two-touch passing through the central 
areas and effective combinations between the 
number 9 and the number 10.

It’s important that we see good movement from 
the wide midfielders and the full backs, who should 

make runs on different lines, whether that is into 
pockets, making overlapping runs or underlaps, or 
using one-twos, half space runs, or POMO runs to 
the far post. 

The type of crossing delivery is key, whether that 
is playing the ball across the face of a dropping back 
line, or using a chipped, driven, or cut back cross.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
The blue defending team may drop too deep too 
early so encourage the attacking team to play the 
ball into the feet of one of the red number 9s to 
make the defenders press from behind. Also, have 
an offside line and encourage defenders to push up 
to that point, especially when the ball is at the feet 
of the attacking team’s deep-lying number 6. 

The attacking team may take too many risks so 
limit the time or the number of balls or attacks and 
dictate which side they must attack from.

in behind and into the upgrade zone. The wide player, 
who has initially moved into the pocket to show to 
feet, changes direction and makes a run in behind  
into the space to receive and shoots from the edge of 
the penalty area, as shown [2f].

If the blues win the ball at any point during a red 
breakout, the blue back line pushes up to the offside 
line while their team mates counter-attack and try to 

score in one of the mini goals, as shown [2g]. Once 
the counter-attack has played out, we could play a 
second ball into the red number 6 to switch the ball 
out while the defensive team is unbalanced. 

The red attacking team must still counter-press 
immediately on losing possession and resume their 
attack if regaining the ball. We play this for 20 minutes 
before finishing with an 11v11 game.

Once the blue counter-attack 
has played out, the coach plays a 
second ball to the red number 6, 
who launches an attack while the 
defensive team are unbalanced

If the blue 
defending 
team wins the 
ball during 
an attack, 
they must 
try to score 
by counter-
attacking one 
of the two mini 
goals

2

1
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