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FROM THE CHAIRMAN 
Welcome to the March 2022 issue of Elite Soccer. In 
this month’s issue we are pleased to share five brand 
new training sessions written by some of the top 
coaches in the professional game. 

We begin this issue with a fascinating session written 
especially for us by Sevilla boss Julen Lopetegui. For 
his second appearance in the magazine, the former 
Spain and Real Madrid manager has shared a session 
aimed at preparing a team playing in a 1-4-4-3 system 
to beat an opponent playing with the low block of a 
defensive 1-5-3-2 formation.

Former Wales manager Chris Coleman and his 
assistant Kit Symons are currently working in the 
Greek Super League with Atromitos and they’ve 
chosen to share a simple but effective three-station 
shooting drill that they recently ran with their team.

Newly appointed Walsall manager Michael Flynn 
believes that defending is a lost art in the current 
game and his session is all about teaching players 
to understand when and how to stop the opposition 
from playing through, around or over the defence.

We’re also pleased to have a session on creating 
space in midfield that has been penned by Ipswich 
Town youth coach Steve Foley, while Aaron Callaghan 
focuses his energies on encouraging players to finish 
efficiently in a session that rehearses different kinds 
of delivery into the penalty box.

I hope you find that this month’s sessions will 
assist your coaching and we would love to hear how 
you got on with them on the training ground. We will 
return next month with five more sessions to help 
develop your team.
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“We begin this issue with a 
fascinating training session 
written especially for us by  
Sevilla boss Julen Lopetegui”
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A former goalkeeper, Julen Lopetegui was a 
member of Spain’s squad at the 1994 World 
Cup. After hanging up his gloves, he moved into 
coaching and was an assistant with Spain’s U17 
team that finished as runners up in the 2003 
UEFA European U17 Championship. After the 
tournament, he started working as a manager in 
his own right, enjoying his first spell as a head 
coach at his former club, Rayo Vallecano, in the 
second tier of Spanish football. 

After a stint working as a football pundit, he 
returned to coaching in 2008, this time with 
Real Madrid Castilla, the B team of the Madrid 
giants. Another of his former clubs, they were in 
the third tier of Spanish football at the time. He 
subsequently worked with Spain’s national youth 
teams, holding this role from 2010 to 2014. This 
proved to be a golden period that saw him win 
both the 2012 European U19 Championship and 
the 2013 European U21 Championship.

In May 2014 he relocated to Portugal to take 
charge of Porto and in his first season Lopetegui 
led the team to the quarter-finals of the UEFA 
Champions League. 

He became manager of Spain’s senior national 
team in 2016 and in a two-year period he led the 
team on a 20-game unbeaten run before leaving 
to take charge of Real Madrid in July 2018. 

He was appointed manager of Sevilla in June 
2019 and led the club to a Europa League title 
in his first season in charge. In his second 
season, Julen and his team achieved their best 
score in the history of the league, being the only 
coach in the history of Sevilla to have achieved 
qualification for the UEFA Champions League for 
two consecutive years through La Liga.

MANAGER PROFILE 

JULEN LOPETEGUI 
SEVILLA

SESSION 

ATTACKING AGAINST 
A 1-5-3-2 FORMATION

The main aim of this session is to prepare 
a team playing in a 1-4-4-3 system with 
a possession style, to beat an opponent 
playing in a 1-5-3-2 defensive system 
through a specific building-up game plan.

There are some important key 
points needed to attack teams with 
this formation when they are in a low 
defensive block with a lot of players 
behind the ball. To highlight these we 
find it necessary to do a deep analysis 
of a previous game to develop a suitable 
training plan, as this will prepare our 
players to beat a team playing in this 
formation.

The 1-5-3-2 system has been used 
throughout football history, and there 
are some teams that can be considered 
as references to be analysed so our 
players can gain more knowledge about 
how the defensive phase works. Due 
to a number of successful teams that 
have used this system in recent years, 
there have also been a greater number 
of coaches using the formation as their 
main set-up system.

Additionally, when the game is analysed, 
it is common to observe that when teams 
playing with four in the defensive line are 
without ball, they are dominated by the 
opposition and, defending in a low block, 
the defensive midfielder is embedded 
between the centre backs, also creating a 
fixed defensive line of five players.

Possession-based teams who try to 
dominate the opposition through long 
attacking phases, need to have strategies 
to overcome this low defensive block and 
as coaches we need to lead the process 
to achieve this.

Usually we would run this as one of the 
main training sessions in the middle of 
the week leading up to a game in which 
preparation to face a specific opponent is 
needed. The activities have high tactical, 
technical and physical demands, so this 
session can be used to achieve a general 
development of the player. Also, during 
the pre-season it is possible to run this 
type of session to create a higher number 
of tactical solutions for team preparation.

4
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We start by using video analysis to examine the 
problems of playing against a team set up in a  
1-5-3-2 formation and then we would run through the 
problems and the solutions on the pitch. We would 
set up on half a pitch with one goal and a goalkeeper. 
We’re using 20 outfield players. The red attacking 
team are setup in a 4-3-3 formation while the blue 
defending team are setup in a 1-5-3-2 formation, 
as shown [1a]. The coach would be working with 
the red attacking team with the aim of beating the 
opposition’s low defensive block by playing around, 
through it or over it.

After a game analysis focusing on how 1-5-3-2 
teams defend in a low block, the attacking positioning 
of our players could be considered as a key point 
of the game. There would be limited space to play 
through the lines centrally due to the compact and 

GAME ANALYSIS TO FIND ATTACKING SOLUTIONS

[1a]

JULEN LOPETEGUI
ATTACKING AGAINST 
A 1-5-3-2 FORMATION

narrow shape of the three blue midfield players. We 
identify that the attacking team should therefore 
switch the play from flank to flank when possible, to 
exploit the space on the outside of the opposition’s 
defensive shape and create 2v1 overload situations in 
wide areas, as shown [1b].

For instance, as the ball is being switched out to a 
winger, the striker can come across and fix the position 
of the nearest opposition centre back to the ball, in 
order to prevent the centre back from moving out wide 
to support the opposition full back defensively, as 
shown [1c]. This will leave the opposition full back in a 
1v2 underload situation on the flank.

If it is not possible for the striker to get across in 
time, then the nearest midfield player to the ball can 
move forwards onto the opposition centre back to fix 
their position, as shown [1d].

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

Session time:  
Player video presentation: 
15mins
Warm-up: 15mins
Training the strategies: 
15mins
Attack v defence:  
20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Use video 
analysis 
and training 
ground trials 
to examine the 
problems of 
playing against 
a team set up 
in a 1-5-3-2 
formation. 
Here the blues 
represent that 
team

The red attacking team is set-up in a 
4-3-3 formation. The coach works with 
the reds to show them how to beat the 
opposition’s low defensive block

1

2
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[1c]

[1b]

[1d]

JULEN LOPETEGUI 
ATTACKING AGAINST A 1-5-3-2 FORMATION

There would be 
limited space to 
play through the 
lines centrally due 
to the compact 
and narrow shape 
of the three blue 
midfield players 

It is identified that 
the red attacking 
team should 
switch the play 
from flank to flank 
when possible, to 
exploit the space 
on the outside of 
the opposition’s 
defensive shape

When the ball 
is switched to a 
winger, can the red 
striker come across 
and fix the position 
of the nearest blue 
centre back to the 
ball? This prevents 
the centre back 
moving out wide 
to support the full 
back defensively

The blue full 
back will be left 
in a potential 1v2 
underload situation 
on the wing, facing 
the red winger 
and a possible 
overlapping run by 
the red full back

If it is not 
possible for the 
red striker to 
get across, then 
the nearest red 
midfield player 
to the ball can 
move forwards to 
fix the position 
of the opposition 
centre back

Again the blue full 
back will be left 
in a potential 1v2 
underload situation 
on the wing

2

1

1

2

1

2
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JULEN LOPETEGUI 
ATTACKING AGAINST A 1-5-3-2 FORMATION

TRAINING THE STRATEGIES

[2a]

“After two or three plays from flank to flank to look at the problems, three 
main solutions to beat the opposition’s low defensive block can appear”

After two or three plays from flank to flank to look 
at the problems, three main solutions to beat the 
opposition’s low defensive block can appear and we 
address those by incorporating these three attacking 
options into our training plan.

Option 1: When a central midfield player is on 
the ball, the winger moves infield and brings the 

opposition full back with them, which leaves spaces 
in behind for the overlapping full back to exploit by 
making a forward run in behind to receive a pass from 
the midfield player, as shown [2a].

Option 2: When a central midfield player is on the ball, 
the winger can move infield. However, on this occasion, 
the opposition full back holds their position rather than 

The first solution to 
beating the opposition’s 
low defensive block 
begins with the red 
striker fixing the position 
of the blue centre back

The red winger moves 
infield and drags the 
isolated blue full 
back over too

Space is left in behind 
for the overlapping 
full back to exploit by 
making a forward run to 
receive a pass from the 
midfield player

1

2

3
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[2b]

[2c]

JULEN LOPETEGUI 
ATTACKING AGAINST A 1-5-3-2 FORMATION

following. This allows the red winger to receive and turn 
before looking to play a through pass for a forward run, 
as shown [2b]. The positioning of the attacking red full 
back can draw the attention of the opposition full back 
and potentially opens a space to exploit in between the 
opposition full back and centre back.

Option 3: When a central midfield player is on the 
ball, the winger can move inside to fix the position of 

the opposition full back but on this occasion the ball is 
passed out wide to the red attacking full back, who can 
then advance into the space in front and create a 2v1 
situation down the flank. If the blue opposition full back 
chooses to engage the red attacking full back, then a 
pass can be played down the outside shoulder of the 
opposition full back for the red winger who has made a 
forward run in behind the defence, as shown [2c].  

The third solution to beating the opposition’s low 
defensive block begins with the winger moving 
inside to fix the position of the blue full back 

This time the ball is 
passed out wide to 
the red attacking 
full back, who 
advances into the 
space and creates 
a 2v1 situation 
down the flank 

If the blue full back 
engages the red 
attacking full back, 
then a pass can be 
played down their 
outside shoulder 
for the red winger 
to run onto 

1

2

3

The second 
solution to beating 
the opposition’s 
low defensive 
block begins with 
the striker again 
moving to fix the 
position of the 
blue centre back 

The red winger has moved infield but this time the blue full back 
has held their position. This allows the red winger to receive and 
turn before looking to play a through pass for a forward run

The overlapping 
position of the 
attacking red full 
back can draw the 
attention of the 
blue full back. This 
can open a space 
to be exploited in 
between the blue 
full back and the 
blue centre

1

2

3
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ATTACK v DEFENCE GAME

[3a]

JULEN LOPETEGUI 
ATTACKING AGAINST A 1-5-3-2 FORMATION

To apply the knowledge acquired in the first exercises 
and analysis, we progress to an attacking training 
game with a full attacking team playing against eight 
blue defenders amd a yellow forward. This is a 10v8+1 
drill plus keepers and the attacking team is free to 
beat the block in whatever way they can. 

We set up on two thirds of a pitch with a full size goal 
and a goalkeeper at each end. A line is marked across 

the pitch with cones just short of the halfway line, as 
shown. The red attacking team of 10 outfield players is 
set-up in a 1-4-3-3 formation. The blue defending team 
is set-up in a 1-5-3-1 formation, as shown [3a], with a 
yellow support player working as a forward for the blue 
team. The yellow becomes active when the blues win 
the ball and counter-attack, however the yellow cannot 
drop back any deeper than the coned line. 

1a

1b

1c

1d

2a

2b

3a

3b

3c

2c1a

1b

1c

1d

2a

2b

3a

3b

3c

2c

[3b]

The red attacking 
team of 10 outfield 
players is set-
up in a 1-4-3-3 
formation and they 
attack the top goal

The blue team of 8 
outfield players is 
set-up in a 1-5-3-1 
formation and they 
defend the top 
goal. The formation 
includes a yellow 
forward up front 
who plays for the 
blues

The yellow forward 
becomes active 
when the blues 
win the ball and 
counter-attack, but 
the yellow player 
cannot drop back 
deeper than the 
coned line

1

2

3

The red attacking 
team follows the 
same principles 
worked on in the 
previous activity, 
switching the play 
from flank to flank 
to exploit wide areas 
and create 2v1s

In the main central 
area of the pitch, 
the reds are limited 
to two touches to 
increase the fast 
tempo of the play

The blues have 
unlimited touches

In the wide 
channels the reds 
have unlimited 
touches

4

1

2

3
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1a

1b

1c

1d

2a

2b

3a

3b

3c

2c

“The attacking team follows the same principles worked on in the previous 
activity, implementing the options that came out of the earlier analysis”

[3c]

JULEN LOPETEGUI 
ATTACKING AGAINST A 1-5-3-2 FORMATION

The red attacking team aims to follow the same 
principles worked on in the previous activity, by switching 
the play from flank to flank to exploit wide areas and 
create 2v1 situations, as shown [3b], implementing the 
various options and possible solutions that came out of 
the earlier analysis and training experiments.

In the main area of the pitch, the red players 
would be limited to two touches to increase the 
fast tempo of the play, while the blue players 
would have unlimited touches. In the wide channels 
the red players have unlimited touches to enable 

the solution to progress. We would tend to run 
three flank-to-flank plays and in the third one, the 
opposition midfielders cannot defend in the wide 
channels to facilitate the 2v1 situation against the 
blue wing backs.

If the defending team wins the ball, they must 
counter-attack and attempt to score past the red 
team’s goalkeeper. They should play through the 
yellow support player, who can hold the ball up and 
link play with the counter-attacking blues as they 
break past the coned line, as shown [3c].

If the blue 
defending 
team wins the 
ball, the blues 
counter-attack 
and attempt 
to score past 
the red team’s 
goalkeeper

The blues should counter-attack through the 
yellow forward, who can hold the ball up and 
link play as the blues break past the coned line

1

2
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Chris Coleman first moved into coaching after 
ending his playing career at Fulham in October 
2002. Staying on at Craven Cottage, he was 
appointed manager at the end of the season, 
having spent the tail end of that campaign as 
caretaker manager. 

After four years maintaining Fulham’s 
position in the Premier League, he enjoyed 
a short spell in Spain as manager of Real 
Sociedad. He subsequently served as manager 
of Championship clubs Coventry City and 
Sunderland, and worked in Greece with AEL 
and in China coaching Hebei China Fortune. He 
also spent five successful seasons as manager 
of Wales, leading the country to the semi-finals 
of the 2016 European Championship. He is 
currently the manager of Greek Super League 
club Atromitos.

Kit Symons is assistant manager at Atromitos, 
having already worked with Chris Coleman in 
a similar capacity at Sunderland, Hebei China 
Fortune and with the Wales national team.

Symons enjoyed his first forays in management 
while still a player, serving as caretaker boss 
of Crystal Palace in 2003. He gained further 
experience at Selhurst Park as assistant 
manager under Ian Dowie and as first team 
coach under Peter Taylor. 

He joined Colchester as assistant manager in 
2008 and held the first team reins for a short 
spell that year. He then joined Fulham as a 
senior scout and academy coach, before taking 
charge of the first team as manager for just over 
a year from September 2014. 

He is a graduate of the LMA’s Certificate of 
Applied Management at Warwick University.

MANAGER PROFILE 

CHRIS COLEMAN  
& KIT SYMONS 
ATROMITOS

“The players enjoy the session 
because it’s a high tempo 
finishing activity and because 
every phase ends in a shot”

SESSION 

SHOOTING PRACTICE
This is a straightforward three-station 
shooting drill, constructed in blocks 
of four sequences that have multiple 
actions per player in order to encourage 
positive reactions and concentration. 
The players enjoy this session because 
it’s a high tempo finishing activity and 
because every phase ends in a shot. 

As coaches, what we like about this 
session is that every player has a 
second or third action to react to once 
they have completed their initial shot 
or pass.

We ran this recently at a training 
session with Atromitos – we ran it with 
12 players who were on match day -2, 
whilst the players who had performed 
in the most recent game were on match 
day +2 and were rested.

11
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A B C

A B C

A B C

A B C

A B C

We set up on the final third of a pitch with a full size 
goal and a goalkeeper at one end. Three mannequins 
are positioned outside the penalty area as shown. 
We’re using nine outfield players who line up behind 
each mannequin in three groups of three. The 
mannequins are labelled A, B and C.

THREE-STATION SHOOTING DRILL

[1a]

CHRIS COLEMAN & KIT SYMONS
SHOOTING PRACTICE

Player A and player B have a ball each at their feet 
and they are ready to start. Player C does not start with 
a ball, as the balls for the player behind mannequin C 
start with the coach in the penalty area, as shown [1a].

On the coach’s call, player A drives towards 
mannequin A with the ball, drops a shoulder and gets 

Area:  
Third of a pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
3 mannequins,  
1 full size goal

Number of Players:  
9 players + 1 goalkeeper
Session time:  
12mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY Red player A and blue player 
B have a ball each at their 
feet and they are ready to 
start the drill

Yellow player C does not start 
with a ball, as the balls for 
the player behind mannequin 
C are with the coach

1

2
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5
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A B C

A B C

A B C

A B C

A B C
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2

4

5

3

A B C

A B C

A B C

A B C

A B C

[1b]

[1c]

CHRIS COLEMAN & KIT SYMONS 
SHOOTING PRACTICE

a shot off from the edge of the penalty box with the 
aim of scoring past the goalkeeper. Player A then 
immediately turns to retrieve another ball from their 
start position, as shown [1b].

Next player B drives towards mannequin B, drops a 
shoulder and gets a shot off from the edge of the box 
with the aim of scoring past the goalkeeper. Player B 
then immediately turns to make an overlapping run 
behind mannequin C and past the coach, as shown [1c].

While player B makes the overlapping run, player C 
makes a run towards the corner of the six-yard box. As 
this is happening, player A drives a firm, angled pass 
along the floor to match player C’s run. This pass is 
important and it needs to be a driven pass or a side foot 

pass. Player C receives the pass on the run and aims to 
finish past the goalkeeper from an angle, as shown [1d].

After making the driven pass, player A makes a run 
towards the near post to attack a possible cross. At 
the same time, having taken the shot from the edge 
of the six-yard box, player C makes a supporting run 
towards the back post. Having finished the overlapping 
run, player B is fed a short pass by the coach and runs 
onto it to deliver a cross for player A or player C to 
finish from inside the six-yard box, as shown [1e].

The drill is then repeated by the next three waiting 
players and the first three players recover to the 
back of each line, switching starting positions in the 
process, ready for their next go.

To start, red player 
A drives towards 
mannequin A with 
the ball, drops a 
shoulder and gets 
a shot off from the 
edge of the penalty 
area

After shooting, 
player A then 
immediately 
turns to retrieve 
another ball 
from the start 
position

Blue player B drives towards the mannequin, 
drops a shoulder and gets a shot off from the 
edge of the penalty box 

After shooting, 
blue player B 
immediately 
turns to make 
an overlapping 
run behind 
mannequin 
C and past 
the coach

2

1

1

2
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A B C

A B C

A B C
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2

4

5

3

A B C

A B C

A B C

A B C

A B C

CHRIS COLEMAN & KIT SYMONS 
SHOOTING PRACTICE

[1d]

[1e]

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look out for?
It’s important for the quality of the play to be high 
in phases 3 and 4 so that the sequence doesn’t 
break down.

The purpose of the session is for the players 
to practise scoring goals, so the quality of their 
finishing technique is important and should be both 
realistic to a game and performed at match tempo.

The tempo and timing of the movement is 
important to ensuring this session works well.  
The timing of player A to return to the ball and the 

timing of player B to get around the mannequin and 
the coach to deliver the cross is important so that A 
and C are not static and waiting for the cross.

Players need to be ready to start the next phase 
of the block once the goalkeeper has reset.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
As coaches we need to ensure the players are 
concentrating and making quick reactions to the 
next phase of play that they are involved in. It 
doesn’t matter what level they’re at, players always 
have a tendency to admire their shot and switch off 
rather than reacting to their next responsibility.

Yellow player 
C runs towards 
the corner of 
the six-yard 
box

Red player A 
drives a firm, 
angled pass 
along the 
floor to match 
player C’s run

Yellow player 
C receives 
the pass on 
the run and 
finishes past 
the goalkeeper 
from an angle

Red player A 
makes a run 
towards the 
near post 
to attack a 
possible cross 

After shooting 
from the edge 
of the six-yard 
box, yellow 
player C makes 
a supporting 
run towards 
the back post

Blue player B 
is fed a short 
pass by the 
coach and 
delivers a 
cross for red 
player A or 
yellow player 
C to finish 
from in the 
six-yard box

2

1

3

1

2

3
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Starting his coaching career while still a player 
at Newport County, Michael Flynn served the 
club as academy director before taking on 
his first management role as player-manager 
with Undy Athletic in the Welsh league in 2015. 
He returned to Newport as first-team coach 
just months later and in March 2017 he was 
appointed the club’s caretaker manager, with 
Newport 11 points adrift at the bottom of League 
Two. Flynn led the team to Football League 
survival, avoiding relegation with a win in the 
final match of the campaign. 

He was appointed manager on a permanent 
basis in May 2017 and the following season led 
the club on an the first a series on cup runs 
that saw the team defeat Leeds United in the FA 
Cup and take Premier League giants Spurs to a 
replay at Wembley Stadium. A season later he 
took Newport to the FA Cup fifth round for the 
first time since 1949. He also led the club to the 
League Two playoff finals of both 2019 and 2021.

Flynn was appointed manager of League Two 
side, Walsall in February 2022.

MANAGER PROFILE 

MICHAEL FLYNN 
WALSALL

“Defending is a lost art in the 
current professional game and 
this session introduces the 
topic in a positive way”

SESSION 

DEFENDING IN THE 
FINAL THIRD
This session is all about teaching players 
to understand when and how to stop the 
opposition from playing through, around 
or over the defence and understanding 
when and how to minimise space, deal 
with crosses and shots and protect 
space centrally in the defensive third.

Defending is a lost art in the current 
professional and academy game and this 
session introduces the topic in a positive 
way for both the individual and the group 
as a collective.

Most importantly, both sides of the 
game are demonstrated within this one 
session. The players gain a real insight 
into the importance of defending crosses 
and an understanding of the different 
types of crosses that opposition players 
can produce. This is a topic that engages 
the defensive side of the mind and also 
taps into the attacking options of a 
team. It is also a session that encourages 
the desire to defend and develops the 
mental strength not to let opponents 
score.

This type of session would appear 
once every two weeks within the training 
structure at a professional club. This is 
mainly down to the physical aspect that 
is needed in the EFL game.

15
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We set up a playing area on just under half a pitch 
with a full size goal and a goalkeeper at each end. The 
area is coned off short of the width of the pitch and 
a four-yard shaded zone is marked out in front of the 
penalty area. The playing area tapers in towards the 
attacking team’s goal, as shown. 

We’re using 16 outfield players split into a red 
attacking team of ten and a blue defending team of 
five. Six of the reds are wide attackers and they start 
with three on each side of the playing area waiting to 
take their turns to attack down the wide channels. 
The blue defending team has a 5v4 advantage 

DEALING WITH CROSSES

[1a]

MICHAEL FLYNN
DEFENDING IN THE 
FINAL THIRD

centrally, lining up with three central defenders in 
the penalty area and two defensive midfielders in the 
shaded zone in front. The blues are defending against 
two red strikers in the penalty area and two red 
midfielders in the shaded zone.

The attacking team’s goalkeeper starts play by 
rolling a ball out to the first of the wide attackers 
on one side. The first wide attacker receives the ball 
and drives down the wide channel into the final third 
and looks to cross to (or combine with) the attackers 
in the penalty area with the aim of scoring a goal, 
as shown [1a]. The opposite wide attacker makes 

1a 3

3-alt.
1b

2

44

Area:  
Up to half a pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 2 full 
size goals
Number of Players:  
Up to 16 players + 2 
goalkeepers

Session time:  
Dealing with crosses: 
20mins
9v9 small-sided game: 
12mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

The red attacking team’s 
keeper starts play by 
rolling a ball out to 
the first of the wide 
attackers on one side 

The first wide attacker 
receives and drives into 
the channel, looking to 
cross or combine with 
the attackers in the 
penalty area with the 
aim of scoring

The opposite wide red 
attacker makes the same 
run without the ball to 
support play

The blue defending team 
must press the ball and 
work out how and when 
they are to protect the 
central areas and force 
play wide

When the ball is dead, 
both wide red attackers 
return to their starting 
positions and join the 
back of the queue

5

4

1

2

3
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“During the attack, the coach should focus on the detail of the  
defending players based on their out-of-possession principles”

[1b]

MICHAEL FLYNN 
DEFENDING IN THE FINAL THIRD

the same run without the ball on the opposite wing 
to support play. When the ball is dead, both wide 
attackers return to their starting positions and join 
the back of the queue whilst the next wide player 
prepares to go. This gives the attacking players 
repetition to work on different patterns of play.

The goalkeeper alternates the side of the attack 
when he starts play. During the attack, the coach 
should focus on the detail of the defending players 
based on their out-of-possession principles in the 
final third. The attacking players are encouraged to 
maintain realism but are not coached.

If the blue defending team wins possession, they 

can counter-attack through the two midfield players 
in the shaded zone outside the penalty area. The 
defender who won possession can break out of the 
penalty area to support the counter-attack, creating 
a 3v2 overload against the two red midfield players, 
as shown [1b]. The two red strikers are not allowed 
to track back out of the penalty area if the blues win 
possession. The defending team must counter-attack 
and score within six seconds. 

The reds receive two points for scoring a goal from 
a cross and one point for scoring a goal from a second 
ball. The blues get two points for scoring a counter-
attacking goal.

1a 3

3-alt.
1b

2

44

The red 
goalkeeper 
alternates the 
side of the 
attack when 
he starts play 

If the blue defending 
team wins possession, 
they counter-attack 
through the two 
midfield players in the 
shaded zone outside 
the penalty area

The blue defender 
who wins possession 
can break out of 
the penalty area to 
support the counter-
attack, creating a 
3v2 overload against 
the two red midfield 
players

When they 
counter-attack, 
the blues 
have just six 
seconds to 
score

4

1

2

3
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MICHAEL FLYNN 
DEFENDING IN THE FINAL THIRD

PROGRESSION
[2]

Play always restarts with the goalkeeper of the 
attacking team rolling a ball out to one of the wide 
attackers who travels forward with the ball. 

To progress the activity, we allow the wide attacker 
to bounce the ball off a striker who has dropped deep 
from the penalty area into the shaded zone. The blue 
defender is also now allowed to press out to the sides 
to defend against the wide attacker or into the shaded 
zone in front of the penalty area to press the striker 
who has dropped. One of the blue midfielders in the 
shaded zone can now drop into the penalty area to 

cover the defender who has gone out to press the 
ball and stop the cross, as shown [2]. If the defender 
stays, then the red forward can turn and shoot. If the 
blue defender gets tight to the forward, then the reds 
must go wide to make a cross and score a goal.

The reds receive three points for scoring from a 
cross after a bounce pass with a forward dropping 
into the shaded area. Scoring first time from a cross is 
worth two points, while scoring from a second ball is 
worth one point. The blues still score two points every 
time they counter-attack and score.

1a 3

3-alt.
1b

2

44

“To progress the activity, we allow the wide attacker to bounce the ball  
off a striker who has dropped deep from the penalty area”

To progress the 
activity, allow the 
wide attacker to 
bounce the ball off 
a red striker who 
has dropped deep 
from the penalty 
area and into the 
shaded zone 

The blue 
defender has 
gone to press the 
ball and forces 
the play wide, 
before trying to 
stop the cross by 
pressing the wide 
attacker

One of the blue 
midfielders in 
the shaded zone 
can now drop 
to cover for the 
defender who is 
pressing the ball

1

2

3
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9v9 SMALL-SIDED GAME

[3]

MICHAEL FLYNN 
DEFENDING IN THE FINAL THIRD

Using the basic pitch set-up from the previous activity, 
we move the goal back 10 yards to the halfway line, 
as shown. We’re using 16 outfield players and two 
goalkeepers, split into two teams of nine. The blue 
defending team is set up in a 3-3-2 formation, while 
the red attacking team is set up in a 2-4-2 formation, 
as shown [3]. Both teams are missing their full backs. 

It’s a 9v9 small-sided game. Play begins with a 
pass out from the red goalkeeper and the focus is on 
continuing to work on the defensive principles of the 
blues. Limited touches can be introduced as we want 
teams to be defending as much as possible. We want 
players to attack from different parts of the pitch – 
from out wide as well as centrally because this would 
give the blues challenges to find solutions to.

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look out for?
The blue defending team must press the ball when 
out of possession and think about how and when 
they are to protect the central areas and force the 
play wide. They should also stop shots and crosses 
while putting their bodies on the line. They are to 
work together and must try and win the ball back 
as soon as they can. 

When the reds are attacking they are to be brave 
and use their numerical advantage with the wide 
attacking players. Creativity is encouraged but 
limited touches may be implemented. Attacking 
players must stay onside to add to the realism.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
The typical mistakes that players make are largely 
down to their decision making, whether as an 
individual or as a unit. When an individual makes 
the wrong decision it has a real knock on effect for 
the unit – for instance, the second central defender 
may be called upon to cover and thus it affects a 
full back’s positioning to deal with a deeper type of 
cross from wide.

Good communication is the key to this traininig 
session and it is very important for players to know 
exactly when to delay, support, cover and deny 
opponents the space to get a shooting opportunity 
or a shot at goal.

We continue to coach the blue team on their 
out-of-possession play and work on their defensive 
principles. The red team is to maintain realism in and 
out of possession but should not be coached.

If the blue team wins possession they will look to 
break the lines quickly and counter-attack.

If the reds score using central combination play they 
get one point, whereas scoring from a cross is worth 
two points, and scoring from a cross after a bounce 
pass with a forward dropping into midfield to receive 
the ball is worth three points. 

The blue team will get three points for every 
counter-attack that ends with a goal being scored 
within six seconds of winning the ball and two points 
if they score within ten seconds of winning the ball.

1a 3

3-alt.
1b

2

44

The blue defending 
team is set up in a 3-3-2 
formation without full 
backs

The red attacking team 
is set up in a 2-4-2 
formation without full 
backs

Play a 9v9 small-sided 
game beginning with a 
pass out from the red 
goalkeeper

The coaching focus is 
on working with the 
blues on their defensive 
principles

4

1

2

3
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Having spent 10 years playing for Colchester 
United, after hanging up his boots Steve Foley 
returned to the club to work with the youth 
players. He also served as caretaker manager of 
the first team for two spells during the late 1980 
and early 1990s. 

Joining Norwich City in 1996, his 10 years 
at Carrow Road included stints as assistant 
director of the academy and as first team coach. 

Moving to Ipswich Town in 2006, his many 
roles have included working as first team coach 
and as reserve team manager. He continues to 
work for the club as a youth development coach. 

He has also been head coach at Ryman League 
side, Needham Market.

COACH PROFILE 

STEVE FOLEY 
IPSWICH TOWN

“These exercises will help the 
midfield players to recognise 
space and encourage them to 
exploit it when in possession”

SESSION 

CREATING SPACE 
IN MIDFIELD
In the modern game, most teams play 
with a midfield three and this session is 
designed to encourage players not to get 
in each other’s way.

These exercises will help the midfield 
players to recognise space and 
encourage them to exploit it when in 
possession, as well as looking to help 
them gain an attacking advantage when 
the session is progressed.

Individual skills are important, so we 
will encourage players to show they 
know how to protect the ball when 
under pressure. More importantly, this 
session will show players how and when 
to pass the ball.

This session can last up to 30 minutes 
with a 10 minute game at the end that 
will hopefully allow the players an 
opportunity to demonstrate what they 
have taken from the session and that 
they have understood the intended 
outcomes.

The area sizes can vary depending 
on the age group and the ability of the 
players being coached.

20
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We set up a playing area of 30x30 yards divided into 
four boxes of 15x15 yards, although area sizes can 
vary depending on the group. We’re using 10 outfield 
players, split into two teams of three who operate 
inside the playing area in a 3v3, and a team of four 
bounce players positioned on the outside of the box to 

CREATING SPACE

[1a]

STEVE FOLEY
CREATING SPACE  
IN MIDFIELD

support the team in possession. The outside players 
are limited to two-touch play and cannot be tackled.

Play starts with one team of three passing 
to keep possession under pressure from the 
defending team of three, who must try to win the 
ball back as quickly as possible, as shown [1a]. 

1a 2b

2c

3

1b

2a
15 15 15

30

15

15

15

1515

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

Session time:  
Creating space: 15mins
Forward runs: 15mins
11v11 game: 10mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

The red 
defending 
players press 
and must try 
to win the 
ball back as 
quickly as 
possible. If 
they succeed, 
they become 
the new 
possession 
team

The team of 
three blues pass 
the ball to keep 
possession. 
They must 
occupy three 
out of the four 
boxes at all 
times, rotating 
boxes to take 
advantage of 
the space

Four yellow bounce players are positioned 
on the outside to support the team in 
possession. They are limited to two-touch 
play and cannot be tackled

1

2

3
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1a 2b

2c

3

1b

2a
15 15 15

30

15

15

15

1515

“ When not on the ball, players in 
the possession team should look 

for the opportunity to move into the 
empty box to receive the ball from 

a team mate or from an outside 
bounce player”

[1b]

STEVE FOLEY 
CREATING SPACE IN MIDFIELD

The team in possession must occupy three out 
of the four boxes to create the space to receive. 
When not on the ball, players in the possession 
team should look for the opportunity to move 
into the empty box to receive the ball from a 
team mate or from a yellow bounce player. The 
three middle players continually rotate and 
change boxes to create the space to receive.

The team of three players in possession should 
combine with each other and with the yellow outside 
bounce players when needed, as shown [1b]. 

Possession 
players should 
look for the 
opportunity 
to move into 
the empty 
box to create 
the space to 
receive the ball

The three 
players in the 
possession 
team look to 
combine with 
each other 
and with the 
outside players 
when needed

2

1
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STEVE FOLEY 
CREATING SPACE IN MIDFIELD

CREATE SPACE IN MIDFIELD WITH FORWARD RUNS

[2a]

To progress the previous activity, two scoring zones 
of approximately 15 yards in length are added to the 
existing playing grid, plus a full size goal is positioned 
at each end. The player set-up remains the same, 
except two of the outside players are now in the end 
zone and effectively serve as target players but they 
still play for the team in possession. 

The same principles are followed by the team in 
possession, who operate in the central box as a 
midfield three, but the aim now is to pass into a target 

player at either end. The target player combines with 
a forward runner from the middle box, who should 
receive and try to shoot into the unguarded goal, as 
shown [2a].

The wide outside players are on two-touch and 
should still be used by the possession team to help 
them keep hold of the ball, but the outside players 
cannot play directly to each other unless the coach 
feels it will benefit the session. The three central 
possession players are still encouraged to occupy 

1a 2b

2c

3

1b

2a
15 15 15

30

15

15

15

1515

Add a scoring zone and 
a goal to each end. The 
player set-up and basic 
principles remain the same 
as the previous activity

The possession team still operate in the 
central boxes under pressure from the 
defending team, but the aim now is to 
create the chance to pass into a yellow 
target player at either end

The yellow target player in the end zone 
should combine with a possession player 
making a forward run from the middle 
box. The runner should receive the pass 
and shoot into the unguarded goal

1 2

3
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1a 2b

2c

3

1b

2a
15 15 15

30

15

15

15

1515

1a 2b

2c

3

1b

2a
15 15 15

30

15

15

15

1515

[2c]

[2b]

STEVE FOLEY 
CREATING SPACE IN MIDFIELD

different boxes and should rotate in the boxes to 
create the space to receive, as shown [2b]. 

As a progression we can make it directional – if the 
team in possession want to attack then they have to 
start by playing into a target player. They can then 
attack the opposite goal, by building an attack through 
the opposite target player. The three central players act 
as three central midfielders and the target players act 
as either a forward to play off or a centre back to start 

the attack, depending on which way the play is going, 
as shown [2c]. By doing this, it will help the defending 
team to play with a structured shape and stop the ball 
simply going straight to the nearest target player to 
launch an attack. We want to see the defending team 
remaining compact and also offering pressure, cover 
and balance to stop the ball getting played through.

As a further progression we would allow a defender 
to make a recovery run to track a runner.

The yellow players are two-
touch and can be used by the 
possession team to help them 
keep the ball, but they cannot 
play directly to each other

The three possession players 
should rotate in the boxes to 
create the space to receive and 
play a through ball to a yellow 
target player in the scoring zone 

Here a possession 
player makes a run 
into the scoring zones 
to receive a pass and 
shoots into the goal

As a progression make it directional. 
If the team in possession want to 
attack, they have to start by playing 
into an end target player who 
represents a centre back

After playing into a target player representing 
a centre back, the possession team can then 
build an attack on the goal at the opposite 
end but the attack must play through the 
other target player, in this case representing 
a striker

The possession 
team can still use 
the help of the 
wide players on 
the outside

2 13

1

2

3
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1a 2b

2c

3

1b

2a
15 15 15

30

15

15

15

1515

11v11 GAME

[3]

STEVE FOLEY 
CREATING SPACE IN MIDFIELD

The previous activity now progresses into an 11v11 
game on the full pitch with a full size goal at each 
end. The middle grid split into four boxes remains 
around the centre circle of the pitch for a 3v3 midfield 
battle. We’re now using 20 outfield players and two 
goalkeepers split into two teams of 11.

The team in possession must build from the back 
and play through the midfield box with similar 

combinations as previously practised. The aim is to 
release a forward runner from the midfield box and 
finish with a strike on goal, as shown [3].

The three midfield players should continue to make 
intelligent movements to open up space for the ball 
to be received by one of the three players and then 
produce quick combinations to play through the 
defending team and into their attacking front three.

“The team in possession must build from the back and play through the 
midfield box with similar combinations as previously practised“

The previous activity now 
progresses into an 11v11 game 
on the full pitch with a full size 
goal and goalkeeper at each end

The middle grid split into four boxes remains 
and features a 3v3 midfield battle. The team in 
possession must build from the back and play 
through the midfield box using combinations 
similar to those previously practised

The aim is to release a 
forward runner from the 
midfield box and finish 
with a strike on goal

1

2

3
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After a playing career that saw him serve at 
Stoke City, Oldham Athletic, Crewe Alexandra 
and Preston North End in the English Football 
League, at Crusaders in Northern Ireland, and at 
Dundalk in Ireland, Aaron Callaghan started his 
coaching career as player-manager of Crusaders. 

He subsequently enjoyed spells as manager of 
Athlone Town, Longford Town, UCD, Bohemians 
and Carrick Rangers and he led the latter to the 
Northern Irish League Cup final in 2017. 

He has also served as a coach educator for 
the Football Association of Ireland, as a sports 
development officer for Dublin City Council, and 
he spent two years as coach for the Republic of 
Ireland’s U14 team. 

He has a degree in Sports Management and is 
the holder of a UEFA Pro licence. He is currently 
director of football at Cherry Orchard Youth 
Academy in Dublin.

COACH PROFILE 

AARON CALLAGHAN 
CHERRY ORCHARD 
YOUTH ACADEMY

“I like this session because it 
ensures that crossing players 
have the capability to read their 
team mates’ movements in the 
finishing zone”

SESSION 

EFFICIENT FINISHING
This session is all about finishing 
efficiently. It focuses on encouraging 
players to cross from favourable 
positions and it works on different types 
of delivery, whether that is to the back 
post, the near post, or pull backs to 
edge of box. Furthermore, it rehearses 
attacking players to take up positions 
in effective finishing zones to take 
advantage of these scoring chances.

I like this session because it ensures 
that crossing players have the capability 
to read their team mates’ movements in 
the finishing zone and deliver a suitable 
cross, either on the ground or in the air, 
to the near post or the back post, or a 
pull back.  

It also teaches the players that if no 
one is in a finishing position, the cross 
should not be executed. If players are 
unable to cross, they should try to gain 
a corner, or make a pass to a supporting 
player in order to give attackers the 
time to position themselves to meet the 
delivery and finish efficiently on goal.

I would normally run this session 
once a week in preparation for the next 
game. If an opposing team’s stats show 
that they are conceding goals from 
wide areas, I would run the session 
twice a week.

26
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3a

3b

1

2a

2b

5 x 5

We set up a playing area in the final third of the pitch 
with a full size goal and a goalkeeper at each end, 
creating two penalty areas. We’re using the full width 
of the pitch with a wide channel marked on each flank. 
We’re using 12 outfield players, split into two teams 
of six. It’s 4v4 in the central area and each team has a 
wide player at the attacking end of both wide channels. 
The wide players can either be full backs or wingers 
and they are responsible for executing the crosses for 
the four central players attacking the box.

Play starts with a pass out from a goalkeeper. The 
team in possession must get the ball to either of 

ATTACKING CROSSES

[1]

AARON CALLAGHAN
EFFICIENT FINISHING

their attacking wide players as quickly as possible 
by playing through one of the four central players. 
As soon as the ball is played wide, the players of the 
possession team must attack the box, making well-
timed runs to cover all key goal scoring areas. One of 
them should meet the cross and finish with a shot on 
goal, as shown [1]. 

The defending team must try to prevent them 
scoring. If a goal is scored, the exercise restarts  
from the opposition keeper. 

The team that scores the most goals wins the 
exercise. Only goals scored from crosses count.

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

Session time:  
Attacking crosses: 15mins
11v11 crossing game: 15mins
Finishing zones: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Play starts with a pass from a keeper. The 
attacking team must get the ball quickly 
to either of their wide players by playing 
through one of the four central players

As soon as the ball 
is played wide, the 
possession team must 
attack the box, making 
well-timed runs to cover 
all key goal scoring areas

The wide player 
delivers a cross 
into the box. 
Goals only count 
if they are scored 
from crosses

1

2 3
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3a

3b

1

2a

2b

5 x 5

11v11 CROSSING GAME

[2a]

AARON CALLAGHAN
EFFICIENT FINISHING

We set up a playing area between the penalty boxes of 
a pitch with a full size goal and a goalkeeper at each 
end. We’re using the full width of the pitch, with a 
wide channel marked on each flank.

We’re using 20 outfield players and two goalkeepers, 
split into two teams of 11. Each team has four players in 
the main area in each half and also a wide player locked in 
the attacking end of each wide channel. The wide players 
are only active when the ball is in the attacking half, 
meaning the team in possession attacks with an overload.

Play starts with a pass out from a goalkeeper and 
the aim for the possession team is to get the ball 
to one of the attacking wide players as quickly as 
possible. To speed up the attack, the pass can even be 
played directly to a wide player from a team mate in 
the defensive half, as shown [2a]. 

Once the ball is with a wide attacking player, the 
four central players in the attacking half aim to make 
well timed runs to arrive in key goal scoring areas to 
finish from a cross. 

Play starts with a pass 
out from a goalkeeper 

The aim for the possession team is to 
get the ball to one of the wide players as 
quickly as possible, even if the pass is 
made by a player in the defensive half

Once the ball 
is with a wide 
attacking 
player, the 
four central 
players in the 
attacking half 
aim to make 
well timed runs 
to arrive in key 
goal scoring 
areas to finish 
from a cross

1

2

3
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[2b]

AARON CALLAGHAN
EFFICIENT FINISHING

Each wide player should check the movement of their 
attacking players prior to crossing and the position, 
movement, direction and speed of the attackers will 
determine what type of cross should be executed

The team that scores the most goals in the exercise 
wins the game and goals only count if they are scored 
from a cross. If a goal is scored, the exercise restarts 
from the opposition goalkeeper. 

The four defending players in the half being attacked 
must try to stop the attack and should launch a 
counter-attack using the same game principles if they 
win the ball. 

To progress the session, the team in possession now 
must aim to link with a player in the attacking half before 
the ball is played out to a wide attacking player, as shown 
[2b]. All other rules and principles remain the same.

3a

3b

1

2a

2b

5 x 5

“To progress the session, the team in possession now must aim to link 
with a player in the attacking half before the ball is played out wide”

If a goal is 
scored the 
exercise 
restarts from 
the opposition 
goalkeeper

To progress the session, the team in 
possession must link with at least one 
player in the attacking half before the ball 
is played out to a wide attacking player in 
the wide channel

The wide player should check the 
movement of the attacking players 
prior to crossing to determine what 
type of cross should be executed

1

2

3
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3a

3b

1

2a

2b

5 x 5

AARON CALLAGHAN
EFFICIENT FINISHING

FINISHING ZONES

[3a]

We set up a playing area on half a pitch, with a full 
size goal and a goalkeeper at each end. Three 5x5-
yard finishing zones are marked in front of one goal, 
as shown. 

We’re using 10 outfield players split into a blue 
attacking team of six, who attack the goal with 
the finishing zones marked in front of it, and a red 
defending team of four.

The practice starts with a goal kick from the 
goalkeeper of the red defending team. A player from 

the blue team receives the kick and the blues launch 
an attack via the wide areas. The attacking team has 
just 10 seconds to score a goal and the attackers must 
try to time their runs well to get into the optimal 
finishing boxes to score from the cross, as shown [3a].

The attacking blue team should try to create 2v1 
overloads in wide areas when the opportunity arises, 
as shown [3b]. If the red defending team wins the ball 
they should counter-attack and score a goal past the 
blue team’s goalkeeper.

A player from 
the blue team 
receives the 
goal kick from 
the opposition 
keeper and the 
blues launch 
an attack built 
from the back 
via the wide 
areas

Play always 
starts with a 
goal kick from 
the keeper 
of the red 
defending 
team to an 
opposition 
player

The blue wide player 
crosses accurately 
into the penalty area

The attacking 
team has just 
10 seconds to 
score, so the 
attackers must 
time their runs 
well to get into 
the optimal 
finishing boxes

4

1

2

3
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3a

3b

1

2a

2b

5 x 5
[3b]

AARON CALLAGHAN
EFFICIENT FINISHING

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
We want to see a smooth transition from defence to 
attack, with quick passes made to the wide players. 
The attacking players must support the wide pass 
and make intelligent runs into opposition penalty 
box to meet the cross. 

The defending team needs to get back into good 
defensive positions to clear the danger, particularly 
around the front post, and the attacking players 
need to time their runs to create spaces in and 
around the box. The positions of both the defenders 

and the attackers will depend on the timing of the 
crosses, the direction of the crosses and the speed 
of the crosses.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Sometimes the transitions are too slow, which can 
allow defenders to get back into good positions. 
Another common problem occurs if crosses are 
either over hit or fail to get past the first defender.

We need to encourage good and quick decision 
making from the wide players because if they are too 
slow to react, the cross can be poorly executed when 
players are already making runs to finish from it.

Play always 
restarts with 
a goal kick 
from the 
keeper of the 
red defending 
team to an 
opposition 
player, who 
receives and 
launches an 
attack

The attacking blue team try to 
create 2v1 overloads in wide areas 
when the opportunity arises

1

2
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Your players’ memories are one of the most important 
assets they have. To remember your principles 
and your game models; to remember the tactical 
responsibilities in their role; to remember the specific 
coaching points you provide for them on a daily basis; 
for their capacity to high perform consistently under 
pressure; and to subsequently optimise your team’s 
chances of winning – the memory of your players 
matters.

However, the human brain is designed in such a way, 
that memory is fragile. Your players start to forget 
shortly after you’ve told them. They start to forget 
shortly after they’ve heard what you want them to 
remember. Human beings are forgetting machines!

And this is a problem. This is a problem for you as 
a coach because you want players to remember your 
instructions and your coaching points. It’s a problem 
that requires you to incorporate processes into your 
coaching practice that lessen the chances of a human 
phenomenon that is inevitable – forgetting. Before we 

unpack what these processes could be, let me explain 
the nature of forgetting further. 

I’m going to give you seven letters:
A B C D E F G
Now look away. Can you remember them? Pretty 

easy, right? Easy because you’ve seen this sequence 
over and over for the whole of your life.

Now I’m going to give you seven different letters:
J U K Q P S M
Now look away. Can you remember these? Tougher, 

no? If you took a bit of time to rehearse them in your 
mind then it’s certainly very possible. If you didn’t, 
then the letters probably disappeared from your mind. 
They decayed (as we say in psychology).

Next I’m going to give you a string of numbers:
78 96 35 24 85 12 45 28 67 98
Now look away. Can you remember the numbers? 

There’s ten in total. Research suggests that unless 
you’re using a cunning memory strategy, then you’ll 
really struggle on this task.

PREVENTING FORGETTING
SPORT PSYCHOLOGIST DAN ABRAHAMS EXPLAINS HOW UNDERSTANDING HOW MEMORY 
WORKS ALLOWS A COACH TO INFLUENCE PLAYER PERFORMANCE

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY
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WORKING MEMORY
When holding information in your mind (such 
as letters and numbers) you’re using something 
psychologists call working memory. In simple terms, 
working memory is our ‘in the moment’ thinking and 
it is incapable of holding much information at any 
given time (it’s very small). In fact, research suggests 
that we can hold (or think about) around four bits 
of information at any given time (with very simple 
information such as basic digits and letters, research 
suggests around seven).

And here’s the thing – tiny bits of information 
are either decaying or being replaced at all times in 
working memory unless we repeat and rehearse that 
information. So when you tell a player a couple of 
simple instructions related to your game model and/
or related to the tactical responsibilities in their role, 
it’s very easy for this information to decay or to be 
(instantly) replaced by the next piece of information 
that presents itself to them.

So it’s important to find a way to help players 
repeat and rehearse the information you wish them 
to remember. Repetition and rehearsal are processes 
that help players remember rather than forget.

The more a player rehearses the information you 
want them to remember (and subsequently act upon 
in a game), the greater the chance there is for them to 
process that information and transfer it into long-term 
memory. When in long-term memory this information 
is remembered and accessed with greater ease (it can 
be summoned up as and when needed).

So to be clear, rehearsal of information in working 
memory has a better chance to go into long-term 
memory.

What coaching practices help players to rehearse 
the to-be-learned information?

First things first – make sure your instructions are 
lean and lucid. They’re best to be delivered short 
and sharp, without an excess of words. A couple 
of coaching points maximum, communicated in an 
understandable way – simple language, tailored to the 
level and age of the player.

In this way, you won’t overload working memory. 
In this way, you lessen the chance of decay or 
replacement in working memory. And in this way, you 
increase the likelihood of information being retained in 
long-term memory.

Now for rehearsal time. There are several ways to 
get a player rehearsing your coaching points straight 
away, one of which is to check for understanding. 
Checking for understanding is a learning process 
teacher’s use often. Simply, ask the player to explain 
to you what you’ve just instructed them or coached 
them on. Stay quiet, let them think. Let them speak. 

This simple but effective teaching tool requires a 
player to engage in something called retrieval – the 
player has to retrieve the information from their mind. 
The very act of retrieval helps the player to encode it 

to long-term memory. They retrieve it, think about it, 
vocalise it, rehearse it, and reflect it back to you. 

To remember: retrieve, rehearse, reflect…
Once you’ve given them the opportunity to retrieve 

and rehearse, reflect back to them what you’ve heard. 
Pause and wait for their response. Give them time 
to internalise. To aid this internalisation you can ask 
them if they can see themselves ‘picture’ executing the 
instructions you’ve given them. By doing so you’re helping 
them engage in mental rehearsal (and, as a suggestion, 
getting them to mentally rehearse your coaching points 
daily is a useful practice for them to engage with).

Of course, if you’re out on the training pitch, having 
players physically rehearse your instructions and/
or coaching points is ideal. Even if it’s done in an 
individual and isolated manner, embodying and 
enacting the to-be-learned information gives players a 
better chance to encode it into long-term memory.

In short, doing it, being it, and acting it is the most 
powerful way for players to retrieve, rehearse, and 
reflect.

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY

“Your players start to forget 
shortly after you’ve told 
them. Human beings are 
forgetting machines!”
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A FINAL TIP
Research has demonstrated that information in 
long-term memory is fragile. Things disappear 
from memory all the time, so if you want players 
to continue to remember certain patterns of play, 
tactical responsibilities, and performance actions 
related to game models, then having players rehearse 
the same information time and again is important. 
For information to continue to stick it has to be 
continually retrieved and rehearsed.

And here we can exploit 
another learning practice 
– spacing. Research 
suggests that when a 
period of time is left 
in-between activities 
(that are designed to test 
players’ knowledge and 
ability to execute what 
you’ve been teaching 
them) then the processes of retrieval and rehearsal 
becomes more potent. Let me explain…

Teach a player their responsibilities in a specific 
pattern of play on Thursday for 15 minutes, then 
test them again 24 hours later, on Friday (check their 
understanding in an activity that asks them to retrieve 
the pattern of play from their memory). During that 24 

hour gap, the player may have forgotten information 
related to the pattern of play, so the retrieval process 
will be taxing. It will take mental effort and maximum 
engagement. This effort optimises the retrieval and 
rehearsal experience and helps the player to embed 
the information in long-term memory in a more 
powerful manner. 

Ask them to mentally rehearse over the weekend, 
and test them again on Monday. Then again the 
following Thursday. Space out moments of retrieval 

and rehearsal in order to 
cement information in 
long-term memory.

In summary, your players 
will forget. And they’ll 
forget quickly. Why? 
Because working memory 
is small and long-term 
memory is fragile. Engage 
in processes in your 

coaching practice to help players remember. 
Lean and lucid communication followed by retrieval, 

rehearsal, and reflection (mentally and physically) 
goes a long way to helping players transfer important 
information into their long-term memory, and 
gives them a far better chance to remember that 
information come game-day.

“Engage in processes in your 
coaching to help players remember. 

Lean and lucid communication 
followed by retrieval, rehearsal, 

and reflection”
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Alex Neil enjoyed great success in his first management 
job, guiding Hamilton Academicals to promotion to the 
Scottish Premiership after just a year at the helm. Once 
back in the top flight, the ‘Accies’ even beat Celtic away 
for the first time in 76 years. Taking charge of Norwich 
City in 2015, Neil led the ‘Canaries’ into the Premier 
League. He subsequently spent four years as manager of 
Championship club Preston North End and in February 
2022 he was appointed manager of Sunderland. Here he 
goes one-to-one with Elite Soccer…

Going into a season, how do you determine the 
overarching strategy for your team and your approach 
towards the campaign?
“I think it depends on what club you’re with to 
start with. There are two different strategies – I 
think there’s a club strategy in terms of what your 
expectations are for the season, where you deem 
your squad to be, and how strong you are. And then 

ONE-TO-ONE WITH… 
ALEX NEIL

I think there’s a strategy about how you would go 
about each game on the pitch. My teams are always 
relatively aggressive and we don’t want the opposition 
controlling the ball. I want us to high press and to get 
after teams with a high energy, so that strategy is one 
we would implement throughout the games.

“In terms of the club strategy going forward, it would 
depend on what our aims are, what our key performance 
indicators across that season would be in terms of what 
we’re wanting to achieve and how we go about it.”

Regarding the Key Performance Indicators, could you 
talk through a few of the KPIs that are important to 
you above and beyond just wins and losses?
“When we are playing in a specific way, we’ll look at 
a lot of KPIs in terms of turnovers in the opposition’s 
half, how many times we nick the ball back, how many 
crosses we’ll maybe produce in a game. And, in terms 
of the attack, what it will show you is where we attack 

MANAGER ALEX NEIL DISCUSSES 
HIS APPROACH TO COACHING IN 
DEPTH WITH ELITE SOCCER

COACHING FOCUS
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from. Do we attack predominantly down one side? 
Do we supply a lot of crosses? Do we try and build 
through the central areas a lot? Because of the way 
we play, we would expect high numbers of turnovers, 
particularly in the opposition’s half.

“I would expect the KPI’s would show us that 
the opposition had lost a lot of possession in their 
own half because our press has been good. As a 
consequence, I would expect to see a lot of longer 
balls against us because the opposition would struggle 
to build play through the press. 

“If those indicators were in our favour, and were at the 
top end of the table, it would reassure us that we were 
implementing our strategy as well as we would like.”

As the season progresses, how consistent can you 
be with the strategies for the team? Or are there 
significant tweaks you would make as you approach 
upcoming opponents or certain points in the season? 
“There are definitely tweaks to be made. I think to 
approach every game in exactly the same manner isn’t 
possible in terms of personnel for a start, because 
your personnel will really dictate how good you are at 
doing things.

“If you’re a high energy team but you don’t have a lot 
of high energy players available at that point, because 
you maybe have to bring in a couple of older players 
to cover for injuries or suspensions, you might need to 
tweak your approach – basically to protect them as 
much as anything else.

“What you want to do is you want to make sure the 
players are capable first and foremost. And if they’re 
not, your job as a coach is to make sure you find a 
strategy that suits the players, a strategy that gives 
them the best chance of being successful on the day. 

“But equally, I think the opposition is a big factor, 
because if you’re playing against a team that’s really 
direct, for instance, what you wouldn’t do is be ultra-
aggressive and commit too many players forward, 
because that first opposition ball is going to take 
out seven or eight of the players in your team. If we 
commit too many players forward, we’ve got a lack of 
defenders behind the ball at that point, so we would 
normally sit back a little bit deeper than usual, allow 
the first pass to go and then we would maybe start to 
press the ball and try and get after it.”

 
Could you conceive of a situation where you would have 
to abandon the strategy that you started the season 
with and take a complete 180 degree pivot? Or would 
you continue through to the end with small tweaks?
“I think it depends on the personnel available and on 
the results. I think ultimately you can believe in your 
philosophy, or whatever you want to label it, but if it’s 
not working, you need to find a different way. I think 
you can do that with tweaks. I don’t think it’s usually 
a complete overhaul that’s needed. I don’t think you 
need to try the opposite of what you’ve been doing. I 

ALEX NEIL 
COACHING FOCUS

“You need to assess the situation 
to find out what’s going wrong and 
then you need to tweak that aspect”
just think it’s tweaking it in a fashion that addresses 
those weaknesses that are obviously costing you 
games, because if you’re having to consider that, there’s 
obviously something fundamentally wrong somewhere.

“What you need to do is assess the situation and 
find out what is going wrong and then you need to 
tweak that aspect. That’s the thing that needs to 
change. If you’re maybe trying to press the ball too 
much and you don’t have the energy in your team to 
do so, then ultimately you’re going to have to make 
sure you do it in a different manner because if you 
don’t, results are going to continue to go against you.”

How do you employ performance analysis? What 
type of resources do you use to reflect and evaluate 
performance?
“We’re stat driven to a point because I think stats 
serve a purpose, but I don’t think that they tell the 
full story and I don’t think they’re the be all and end 
all. In terms of our strategy and how we’d like to 
play, what we’ve seen over a number of years is the 
specific Key Performance Indicators that are good 
indicators as to whether we are playing well in terms 
of what we’re trying to do.

“I think certainly for individuals, that can be quite 
apparent. For instance, heading percentages for 
centre backs is important because if you’re going to 
adopt a really aggressive approach, a lot of the time 
teams will miss it out and go straight to the front. If 
you’ve got dominant centre backs, you’re then heading 
back into an area that you’ve flooded with players. 
There are certain things, such as crosses for full 
backs, which will allow you to see how many times 
that you’re getting your full backs up the pitch. And 
how many shots and how many goals come from your 
front players in relation to touches in the opposition’s 
box. Different things like that are important. 

“That’s the case if you assess any team. For 
instance, take Manchester City as an example. 
Because they’re a possession-based team, 
Manchester City probably look at how many passes 
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they make and what they’ll look at is how many times 
can they get De Bruyne on the ball in that wee inside 
pocket off the right. Whereas, if you’re assessing a 
team that is much more about going forwards and 
getting crosses in the box, that team will assess its 
performance by looking at those stats. I think it really 
becomes specific to you and what you’re trying to do.” 

Do you have an approach to encouraging decision-
making in your training sessions and within your squad, 
particularly in terms of your key decision makers, such 
as the centre backs or your creative midfielders?
“I think repetition’s a lot to do with it, particularly 
in terms of how we’re trying to build up play. I’ve 
had teams before where we’ve had extremely good 
technicians on the ball, but to get them on the ball 
you need your centre backs to be brave. You need 
them to take it and try and find that extra pass to get 
the technicians front facing so they can then start 
trying to dictate the play. To achieve this we would 
certainly do a lot of drills based on working the ball 
out from the back while we’re being obviously heavily 
out-numbered in terms of the defensive build up. By 
doing that it means we’ve always got an extra option. 

“What we would do in training is we would make it 
difficult for the players to work the ball out from the 
back. We would make it really uncomfortable for them 
because if it’s uncomfortable on a regular basis in 
training, when they get to the games they’re going 
to be much more at ease when they’ve got that 
little bit of extra time. They’ve not got maybe 
as many players against them at that point. 

“And equally, I think you’ve always got your 
key men – guys that can take your message, 
understand it quicker than anybody else and 
can implement it on the pitch to show the 
rest of the players. That’s really important, 
because there’s different methods of 
learning. We’ll do video work, but equally 
we’ll do it on the pitch. We’ll do one-to-
one stuff but some players will take it in 
a lot slower than others. Your key guys 
are the ones that you need to buy-in to 
your ideas and that starts in training.”

When you’re on the touchline during a 
game, are you talking to those key men very 
often and trying to influence the tactics?
“Definitely, because I think they’re your 
leaders on the pitch. A lot of teams have 
leadership groups so it’s not just about 
one leader anymore. I think generally 
you probably have a group of four and 
what I like to do is try to put my leaders 
through the spine of a team. If you think 
about it, if you’re a left back, how 
do you influence somebody 
from that position? Whereas, 

ALEX NEIL 
COACHING FOCUS

if you’re a central midfield player or a centre 
forward, generally you’re in contact with the players 
all over the pitch, so you can influence things a lot 
easier. Those are the guys that you really need to 
buy into your strategy and understand it better than 
anyone else.”

In training, how quickly do you get to full squad 
activities or do you focus your attention to the detail 
in smaller groups?
“If we’re doing horizontal work, that’s normally a 
defensive based drill in terms of the spaces and gaps. If 
we’re doing vertical work, generally it’s offensive, with 
the full backs overlapping the wide players if they come 
inside, or the wide players may be hugging the touchline 
and getting underlapped by the full backs. So we would 
split the training into defensive and offensive work.

“I think the one area where that becomes a little bit 
mixed is probably the midfield because the midfielders 
naturally need to do a bit of both, but we would 
generally like to start the training focused on one 
specific element. We’d start with small numbers and 
as the session develops, we would integrate more and 
more players until we get to the point where it’s an 
11v11 game. It’s just basically about focusing on that one 
segment or that one area of play, but then naturally 
putting it into game-type scenarios as you develop it.”

How did your experiences as a player shape your 
tactical perceptions as a manager and influence 
the way that you look at your players? 
“I would say my tactical experience as a player is 
probably what’s made me the manager that I am 
today. I think there are some players who are 

technically supremely talented and can do 
special things on the pitch but I think that’s 
difficult to then teach to someone else, 
whereas my biggest strength as a player 
was my ability to influence other players.

“There wasn’t necessarily a technical 
aspect to my game. It was more 
to do with leadership. I got a great 
opportunity at Hamilton Academicals 
to become captain for a long period of 
time, and because I sat in that sort of 
defensive role, I had the luxury of playing 
next to James McCarthy and James 
MacArthur who had played 400 to 500 
Scottish Premiership games between 
the two of them. I just basically ushered 
them about the pitch. My lack of mobility 
probably allowed me to try and use my 
brain rather than my legs. And I used 
their legs. That’s what helped form me 
– the tactical aspects of the game and 
the importance of spaces and making 
sure you understand where you’re 
positioned on the pitch.”
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One of the hot topics in coaching currently revolves 
around moments of transition. How important is 
transition to the game that your teams play?
“I would say that my team at Preston was a counter 
and transition team. We were at our most dangerous 
when the opposition had the ball. When the opposition 
had possession, we would set traps and triggers 
for us to go and press. But I think what you need is 
three key elements. You need guys who can smell the 
danger and can nick the ball, and guys who are mobile 
and can find that first release pass to their technical 
player in some sort of aggressive attacking area. 
But the most important element for me is the guys 
who want to run without the ball – they’re normally 
the guys that have got good pace and are happy not 
getting involved in the play back here, but want to run 
in on goal and get on the end of things and score. For 
me, they are the most threatening players. What you 
tend to find is they’re not the most technical players, 
but they can be the most effective.” 

For the May 2020 issue of Elite 
Soccer, you wrote a session on 
beating the high press. Why did you 
choose that topic?
“I selected the high press because I 
think it’s the most difficult thing to 
cope with when you’re a defensive 
player. We wanted to train our 
defence to cope with the most 
difficult press, which is when high pressing teams 
get after you in an area where you should feel 
uncomfortable, because you’re so close to your own 
goal. Equally, it allowed us to train our forwards to 
high press as that’s the way we liked to play at the top 
end of the pitch. 

“As a session it allows you to fold two sessions into 
one – when you’re doing the high press and you nick 
the ball back, it comes back to what I just said about 
the counter transition. So using that one session, we 
would be able to work on three different aspects of 
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our key strengths as a team. Can we build and play 
through teams? Can we high press and nick the ball 
back? And can we counter transition when we nick 
it back? Those kind of sessions were my favourites 
to run with that particular group of Preston players, 
because that was pretty much the basis of what our 
style was built on.”

It’s interesting how you get the secondary and tertiary 
benefits from the single topic. In your coaching of 
a team during the week, are you quite comfortable 
using a lot of variables and manipulating conditions as 
you did in that session?
“Definitely. The way we looked at it, there was three 
ways for us to break down a team. We could either 
play through them because they are quite open in 
terms of how they would play, or we could play around 
them because they sit deep and narrow, or we could 
play over them if they press high. 

“Our approach would always be 
dependent on what our opponent was 
going to come up with on match day. 
We would evolve a strategy during 
the week and all the sessions would 
be based on how we deemed they 
would play against us. For example, if 
we knew that we were going to play 
against an opponent that was going 
to sit deep and narrow, we would be 
switching the play and getting as many 

balls to the flanks as we could for the wide players to 
supply crosses and we would get numbers into the box. 

“If we were due to face a team that were going to 
try and play out from the back and we felt we could 
nick it and damage them, then that type of session is 
something that we would really focus on.”

Throughout that session, you used 20 players. How do 
you keep 20 senior professionals engaged in training 
when quite a few can reasonably expect not to play a 
part on match day? 
“I think that’s the holy grail of management, isn’t it? 
The most difficult thing is to engage the six or seven 
players that probably don’t expect to start but we need 
to keep their spirits high, to keep the motivation high.

“What we would do is rotate the players all the time. 
If we work in blocks of five minutes, we would run 
as many blocks as we needed to give a rotation for 
everybody, so that all the players would get used to 
filling the role they needed to within the team. 

“At the start of the week I would mix it up, so nobody 
would understand or know what the team was. The 
closer we got to the game, the more we would start 
revealing what the team was going to look like. 

“It can be frustrating for the players, but I think 
any good professional, when it looks as if they’re not 
playing, should use that as motivation to try and get 
themselves in the team. And I think any manager 

“The most 
important element 
for me is the guys 
who want to run 
without the ball”
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would probably tell you the guys you spend more time 
with are the guys who are not playing. The guys who 
are playing are always content, they’re always quite 
happy that they’re in the starting 11. It’s that other 
group of players that are a challenge for any manager. 
But that’s where we try to make sure that, certainly 
in the early part of the week, everybody gets an equal 
opportunity in terms of fulfilling those roles.”

How important is it that a session is quite realistic to 
the game?
“I think initially what you try and do is you 
micromanage a session, so you try to take that one 
element out of a game and make it as small and 
condensed as possible. That way you’re getting 
repeated opportunities to carry out an idea and 
then what you try to do as the session progresses 
is basically flesh it out. You might double it in size, 
or maybe double it in player volume, but you’re still 
getting the benefits of the repetition. 

“I think a coach’s job is to get your message across 
and to make sure that you simplify the ideas as much 
as necessary – just to get it moving. And what you’ll 
tend to find is the players will then start kicking into 
gear. Once they do, you can start to make it a little bit 
more difficult.

“Let’s be honest, a session is focused around making 
sure that the ideas really work in the big games, and 
if you can get to that point as quickly as possible, 
it allows you to put your attention into something 
else that maybe needs a little bit of extra work. The 
longer it takes to get something right, the more you’re 
probably going to have to take away from something 
else that you need to work on leading up to the game

“Every week, when you devise your sessions, they 
should definitely be based on how you’re going to 
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approach the next game. I think that gets your players 
into the mindset of what’s coming up, whether it’s 
switching the play, whether it’s looking for penetrating 
runs, whether it’s pressing. Whatever it may be, if you 
get your players in that frame of mind at the start of 
the week, you’ll have no issues come game day in terms 
of getting your messages across, because they’ll be all 
on the same page.” 

Is your preference as a coach to follow the ‘simple 
to complex’ protocol? Are you an adherent of the 
progressive style of coaching, or do you ever start with a 
game, come out of it, and then go back into the game?
“I probably prefer the progressive approach, going from 
simple to complex. I think that if the players start with 
a game, there are too many messages, so I try to just 
focus on that one aspect. When there are so many 
players, trying to get your message across is quite 
difficult. I think if you start smaller, I think you get your 
message across quite quickly and then you naturally 
build up. You would always start with the easiest route 
and then what you naturally do is start to flesh it out. 

“However, what I do believe is that by the end of 
your session, it needs to be game-related. It really 
does. I think that a lot of sessions that I’ve watched 
stay sort of micromanaged all the way through and for 
me, it never really becomes the real thing then.  
I always think that at the end of a session you need to 
get to the game point. 

“I do understand people starting with a game and 
then winding it back, but I think that’s harder for the 
players to grasp. I’ve watched sessions happen that 
way, but I just think it starts too big the ideas get 
lost a little bit. You just need to get your message 
ingrained in their heads and the minute it’s there, 
move on to the next bit.”
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