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FROM THE CHAIRMAN 
Welcome to the May 2022 issue of Elite Soccer. In this 
month’s magazine we have five brand new sessions for 
you to test on the training ground. 

We begin this issue with a Premier League session 
produced by Bruno Lage and his coaching team at 
Wolverhampton Wanderers. It’s made up of a series 
of exercises focused on building up play from the 
goalkeeper and the centre backs and it is intended to 
develop and improve circulation and decision making.

Most recently the manager of Reading FC, Veljko 
Paunovic has shared a session that is all about having 
possession in the opposition’s half of the pitch. It’s 
about looking to move the ball from side-to-side 
to get midfielders and full backs on the ball and to 
create attacking overloads.

We are also pleased to have a training plan from the 
Dutch Eredivisie written for us by Willem II manager, 
Kevin Hofland. He has shared a session about 
practising standard game actions combined with 
intensive runs and transitions.

James Marrs is currently the manager of Crystal 
Palace Women in the FA Women’s Championship and 

he has penned a session that is all about exploiting 
the opposition in wide areas in order to gain the 
opportunity to either cross or shoot.

To close this issue, we have a series of activities 
by Dmitri Lavrinovic, who is a regular contributor to 
Elite Soccer. He has shared a session designed to 

support and develop a range of finishing skills in and 
around penalty area.

I hope you find that this month’s sessions will assist 
your coaching and please let us know how you get on. 
We will return next month with five more sessions to 
help develop your team.
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“We begin this issue with a Premier 
League session produced by Bruno 
Lage and his coaching team at 
Wolverhampton Wanderers”
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Bruno Lage started his coaching career in 1997 
working with the youth players of his hometown 
club, Vitoria de Setubal. He subsequently 
worked as either youth coach or assistant 
coach at a number of clubs, including Sheffield 
Wednesday, Swansea City, Shabab Al-Ahli and 
Benfica B before taking the head coach role at 
Benfica in 2019.

He led Benfica to the Primeira Liga title in 
January 2019, equalling the club’s 55-year-old 
league scoring record of 103 goals along the way. 
He was also voted the league’s best coach that 
season and saw the club achieve a 5–0 win over 
Sporting to lift the Super Cup at the beginning 
of the next campaign.

In June 2021, Lage was appointed manager of 
Premier League side Wolverhampton Wanderers 
and has been praised for his role in keeping the 
team in the top half of the league table.

Bruno Lage produced the session in this issue 
in conjunction with his coaching staff Luis 
Nascimento, Alexandre Silva, Carlos Cachada, 
Tony Roberts, Jhony Conceicao and Diogo 
Camacho.

MANAGER PROFILE 

BRUNO LAGE 
WOLVERHAMPTON 
WANDERERS

“This session is about building 
up play from the goalkeeper 
and the centre backs and it 
is intended to develop and 
improve circulation and  
decision making”

SESSION 

BUILD-UP PLAY
This session is about building up play 
from the goalkeeper and the centre 
backs and it is intended to develop and 
improve circulation and decision making 
on the pitch. What we want to see is the 
centre backs making the best decisions 
for the circumstances and improving the 
connection between the different units.

We chose this session because it is 
important for our offensive organisation 
and build-up play to have the initiative 
in games.

We run this type of session every 15 
days, always at the beginning of the 
week, especially on MD-3 when we use 
big spaces and big numbers.

4
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We set up a playing area of 44x34 yards, split into  
a 16-yard centre zone and two 14-yard end zones,  
as shown in the below diagram. 

We’re using 19 outfield players, split into a red 
pressing team of six, a blue possession team of six, 
five yellows who support the possession team and 
two greens floaters who play for the team trying to 
recover the ball. The yellows start with one player in 
each corner of the playing area representing centre 

BALL POSSESSION

[1a]

BRUNO LAGE
BUILD-UP PLAY

backs and one yellow midfielder in the centre zone. 
The reds and blues go up against each other in a 4v4 
in the centre zone and there is also one red, one blue 
and one green in each of the end zones.

The coach plays a ball into one of the yellow centre 
backs to start the practice. The aim is to utilise the 
3v2 overload of the yellows and the blues and pass 
the ball around with one-touch and play through 
the centre zone, where the blues and the yellow 

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

Session time:  
Ball possession: 12mins
Playing through the zones: 
24mins
Offensive organisation: 
24mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 
The coach starts play by passing to 
one of the yellow centre backs, who 
builds up play from the back

The yellows 
combine 
with the blue 
possession 
team to play 
forwards 
whenever 
possible 

The aim is 
to pass to a 
yellow at the 
opposite end. 
The blues and 
the yellows 
must try to 
continually 
transfer the 
ball from one 
end to the 
other and back 
without losing 
possession

1

2

3
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“The possession team must try to continually transfer the ball from one 
end to the other and back without losing possession”

[1b]

BRUNO LAGE 
BUILD-UP PLAY

midfielder (who is on two touches) combine to create 
a 5v4 overload. The aim is to play forwards whenever 
possible and find a yellow player at the opposite end 
to pass to, as shown [1a]. 

The possession team must try to continually 
transfer the ball from one end to the other and 
back again, without losing possession. If the team in 
possession gives the ball away and it is regained by a 
green floater, the green plays without restrictions until 

a pass can be made to either a red player or a yellow 
centre back, as shown [1b]. The red team now become 
the team in possession and the practice continues 
with the same aims and overloads in each zone. 

We play for blocks of between four minutes and 
12 minutes. The intention is to develop the ball 
movement between defenders, in particular the centre 
backs, as these have an important role to play in 
achieving the type of game we want.

After reaching the 
end, the blues and 
the yellows work 
the ball back in the 
opposite direction

If the blue 
possession 
team gives the 
ball away and 
it is won by a 
green floater, 
the green must 
pass to either 
a red player 
or a yellow 
centre back

The reds now become the team in 
possession and the practice continues with 
the same aims and overloads in each zone, 
with the reds combining with the yellows

1

2

3
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BRUNO LAGE 
BUILD-UP PLAY

PLAYING THROUGH THE ZONES

[2a]

We set up a playing area of 65x44 yards split into two 
20-yard end zones and a 25-yard centre zone. We 
position a full size goal and a goalkeeper at each end.

We’re using 17 outfield players split into two teams 
of eight plus goalkeepers and one neutral midfielder, 
who is positioned in the central zone and who plays 
for the team in possession. Each team is made up of 
two defenders, three midfielders and three forwards, 
playing in a 2-3-3 formation. 

Play starts from the goalkeeper, who initiates the 
build-up through the centre backs. When out of 
possession two of the opposition team’s forwards 

must retreat into the central zone, allowing the 
possession team’s two centre backs to enjoy a 2v1 
overload as they play out of the end zone and move 
the ball into and through the middle zone. 

If a centre back steps forward into the middle zone, 
they must be replaced in the defensive end zone by 
the possession team’s nearest midfield player, as 
shown [2a]. 

Two of the forwards for the team in possession 
can choose to drop into the middle zone to create 
a 6v5 overload (including the neutral player) and 
receive between the defensive lines. The aim is to 

Play starts from the goalkeeper, 
who initiates the build-up 
through the centre backs

If a centre back 
steps into the 
middle zone, 
they must be 
replaced in 
the defensive 
end zone by 
the possession 
team’s nearest 
midfield player

When out of 
possession 
two of the 
opposition 
forwards must 
start in the 
central zone, 
allowing the 
possession 
team’s centre 
backs to enjoy 
a 2v1 overload 
as they play 
out of the end 
zone

Two of the 
forwards for 
the team in 
possession can 
drop into the 
middle zone 
to create a 
6v5 overload 
(including the 
neutral player) 
and receive 
between the 
defensive lines

The aim is to play 
through and beyond the 
final defensive line and 
produce a finish

5

4

1

3
2
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“When the opposing team wins the ball, in transition the team 
losing possession must recover to their initial shape”

[2b]

BRUNO LAGE 
BUILD-UP PLAY

play through and beyond the final defensive line and 
produce a finish on goal.

If the possession team scores or if the ball goes out 
of play, the opposition goalkeeper restarts play with 
a pass out to the centre backs and the game works in 
the opposite direction in the same way, as shown [2b]. 

When the opposing team wins the ball, in transition 
the team losing possession must recover to their 
initial shape, meaning that the players that changed 
zones must return to their starting zones.

We play for blocks of between six minutes and 12 
minutes each.

If the possession team scores or if the ball 
goes out of play, the opposition keeper restarts 
play with a pass out to the centre backs and 
play continues in the other direction

When out of 
possession 
two of the 
opposition 
forwards 
retreat into the 
central zone, 
allowing the 
centre backs to 
play out from 
the back Here the 

yellow neutral 
gives the 
possession 
team an 
overload in 
midfield

1

2

3
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OFFENSIVE ORGANISATION

[3a]

BRUNO LAGE 
BUILD-UP PLAY

We set up a playing area on half a pitch plus 30 yards 
and we position a full size goal and a goalkeeper at 
each end. The halfway line is still used to separate the 
two unequal parts of the playing area and a yellow 
line sets the initial position of the out-of-possession 
team’s defenders. 

We’re using 20 outfield players split into two teams 
of 11 including goalkeepers. The blue team starts in 
possession and is set up in a 4-4-2 formation, with 

the two centre backs and two midfielders in their 
own half and the full backs, the wingers and the two 
forwards in the opposition’s half. The red team is also 
set up in a 4-4-2 formation with the defensive line 
and the midfield line in their own half and the two 
forwards in the opponent’s half. 

The practice starts from the blue team’s goalkeeper, 
who can use the two blue centre backs and the two 
blue central midfield players to create a 4v2 overload 

Play starts from the blue team’s keeper, who 
can use the two centre backs and the two 
central midfield players to create a 4v2 overload 
situation in the build-up from the back

The blue team 
aims to play 
through and 
between the 
two defensive 
lines of four 
that the red 
team have 
positioned 
between 
the halfway 
line and the 
yellow line

The blues 
combine and 
play beyond 
the yellow line 
for runners to 
create chances 
and score goals

1

2

3
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[3b]

BRUNO LAGE 
BUILD-UP PLAY

situation in the build-up from the back. The blue team 
aims to play through and between the two defensive 
lines of four that the red team have positioned 
between the halfway line and the yellow line. The aim 
for the blues is to combine and play beyond the yellow 
line for runners to create chances and score a goal, as 
shown [3a].

If the blue possession team gives the ball away 
when attacking, then the red team looks to break 

forwards quickly in transition. Once the red team gets 
over the halfway line, one blue midfield player or full 
back can recover to support the two centre backs 
to defend against four red attackers, creating a 4v3 
overload situation in favour of the reds, as shown [3b]. 
In transition the red team counter-attack and they aim 
to score a goal as quickly as possible.

We play for blocks of between six minutes and 12 
minutes each.

“In transition the red team counter-attack and they aim  
to score a goal as quickly as possible

If the blue 
possession 
team gives the 
ball away when 
attacking, 
then the red 
team looks to 
break forwards 
quickly in 
transition

Once the red team gets over the halfway 
line, one blue midfield player or full back 
can recover to support the two centre 
backs to defend against four red attackers

1

2



111111

Veljko Paunovic’s playing career saw him 
represent numerous clubs including Partisan 
Belgrade, Atlético Madrid, Tenerife, Hannover 96, 
Getafe and Philadelphia Union. He also won two 
caps for Serbia and Montenegro.

After hanging up his boots, he began working 
as a manager with the Serbian national youth 
teams, at different times taking charge of their 
U18s, U19s and U20s. While with the latter, he 
won the U20 FIFA World Cup in 2015.

After this triumph on the world stage, Paunovic 
was appointed head coach of Chicago Fire in 
Major League Soccer. While with Chicago Fire, 
Paunovic reached the semi-finals of the US Open 
Cup in 2016 and 2018 and he led the team to the 
play-offs in 2017. In the same year, he coached in 
the MLS All-Star game against Real Madrid. 

He subsequently spent 18 months as manager 
of Reading in the EFL Championship.

Paunovic has a UEFA Pro coaching licence 
and a sporting director degree from the Royal 
Spanish Football Federation.

MANAGER PROFILE 

VELJKO PAUNOVIC 
LMA AMBASSADOR

SESSION 

GENERAL POSSESSION 
AND TACTICAL 
CONCEPTS
This session is about having possession 
in the opposition’s half of the pitch. It’s 
about looking to move the ball from 
side-to-side to get midfielders and 
full backs on the ball and to create 
overloads and perform patterns of play 
when the opposition doesn’t adjust 
or are late to match our superiority. 
In that moment, we want our team to 
use the patterns of play that they have 
rehearsed to enter the penalty area and 
finish on goal.

This training session has a lot of 
non-negotiables of my style of play 
– the ball possession, looking to play 
forwards, looking to create overloads, 
then using the overlaps and underlaps 
to get inside of the box. When my 
teams are successful, getting to the 
finishing points and then executing the 
actions is important. 

In case we are not successful, we will 
look to immediately apply the counter-
press to not allow our opponents to 
go forward or counter-attack. If we are 
successful in the counter-press, we will 
look to perform the narrow pattern to 
go forward, using the farthest player 
as an attacking reference in order to 
penetrate into the box and finish the 
action quickly. Then in case the re-press 
is not successful, we will look to our 
team to immediately track back, set the 
defence, confront and delay the ball 
carrier as soon as possible and look 
to prevent the opposition getting into 
our box or create counter-attacking 
chances. We ask our players to delay the 
opposition to allow us to get as many 
players behind the ball as possible.

In terms of training, this is the moment 
in the week where we perform our style 
of play. Our players know that this will 
review all the non-negotiables and all 
the actions and all the patterns that we 
are looking to perform, therefore we are 
demanding that the players should be at 
their best and give their best possible 
performance. For that reason it is a  
very competitive session.

11

ON THE ELITE SOCCER WEBSITE
Check out other training sessions by  
Veljko Paunovic on the Elite Soccer website…
 Finishing patterns in the final third

https://elitesoccercoaching.net/coach/veljko-paunovic/
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We set up on half a pitch with a goal and a goalkeeper 
at one end and with 10 mannequins representing the 
opposition positioned in a 5-1-4 defensive shape as 
shown. We run a series of attacking patterns of play 
working in groups of four or five towards the one goal.

Pattern 1: various combinations are performed by 
four players in the first pattern. The midfielder starts 
play by passing the ball to the full back, who plays a 
pass into the striker and makes a forward overlapping 

PATTERNS OF PLAY

[1a]

VELJKO PAUNOVIC
GENERAL POSSESSION  
AND TACTICAL  
CONCEPTS

run to support the attack. The striker lays the ball off 
for the wide forward, who moves infield off the line 
to receive. The wide forward plays a through pass in 
behind the mannequins for the forward-running full 
back, who delivers a cross into the penalty box for 
the midfielder. The midfielder makes a run into the 
box towards the near post to finish. The striker also 
makes a run into the box, attacking the back post 
area, as shown [1a].

Area:  
Up to full pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
10 mannequins,  
3 mini goals,  
2 full size goals

Number of Players:  
Up to 20 players  
+ 2 goalkeepers
Session time:  
Patterns of play: 20mins
Practising the patterns: 
20mins
Full pitch practice: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Pattern 1 
begins with 
the midfielder 
passing to 
the full back, 
who plays into 
the striker 
and makes an 
overlapping run 
to support the 
attack

The striker lays the ball off to the 
wide forward, who moves infield 
to receive and plays a through 
pass in behind the mannequins 
for the overlapping full back

The full back 
delivers a 
cross into the 
penalty box for 
the midfielder, 
who makes a 
forward run to 
meet the ball 
and finish

1

2

3
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[1b]

[1c]

VELJKO PAUNOVIC 
GENERAL POSSESSION AND TACTICAL CONCEPTS

Pattern 2: the second pattern also uses four players. 
Play starts with a throw in from the full back into the 
striker. The wide forward makes a movement across 
the face of the striker to receive the ball and plays 
a through pass into the path of the forward run of 
the midfielder. The midfielder creates a goal scoring 
opportunity for the wide forward, who makes a run into 
the box attacking the near post. The striker makes a 
movement towards the back post, as shown [1b].

Pattern 3: the third pattern involves a narrow central 

attack by five players. The midfielder starts the attack 
by playing a pass into the striker, who lays the ball off 
for the opposite midfielder who has made a run forward 
to receive. The midfielder plays a through pass for the 
run in behind by the wide forward, who passes the ball 
across the box for the striker to finish the attack. The 
opposite wide forward also makes a run into the box 
and attacks the back post area, as shown [1c].

We would run all three patterns again working on 
alternate sides of the pitch.

Pattern 2 
starts with a 
throw in from 
the full back 
into the striker

The wide forward makes a movement across the 
face of the striker to receive and plays a through 
pass into the path of the midfielder

The midfielder 
creates a goal 
scoring opportunity 
for the wide 
forward, who makes 
a run into the box to 
attack the near post

Pattern 3 begins 
with the midfielder 
playing a pass into 
the striker

The striker lays 
the ball off for the 
other midfielder 
who has made a 
run to receive and 
plays a through 
pass for the run in 
behind by the wide 
forward

The wide forward 
passes the ball 
across the box for 
the striker to finish 
the attack

2

1

3

1

2

3
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VELJKO PAUNOVIC 
GENERAL POSSESSION AND TACTICAL CONCEPTS

PRACTISING THE PATTERNS

[2a]

[2b]

This activity is an introduction to the main game at 
the end of the session and utilises the patterns of play 
practised in the first part of the session. 

We set up on half a pitch plus 10 yards, with a yellow 
coned line across the 18-yard line at one end and three 
mini target goals at the other end. 

We’re using 20 outfield players, split into two teams 
of 10. The red attacking team is set up in a 4-1-2-3 
shape, while the blue defending team is set up in a 

4-4-2 formation. The aim for the red attacking team is 
to perform the various patterns already rehearsed and 
play through the defending team and arrive in behind the 
yellow line with the ball under control, as shown [2a]. 

If the red team is successful in running the ball over 
the yellow defensive line, a coach will immediately play 
a new ball to the blue team, who should counter-attack 
with speed. The reds must respond quickly and counter 
press together as a team. If the blue team can play 
through the counter press beyond the halfway line, 
then they can try to score into one of the three mini 
goals, as shown [2b]. 

The aim for the 
red attacking team 
is to perform the 
various patterns 
already rehearsed 
and play through 
the defending team

To score a point, 
the red attacking 
team must arrive 
in behind the 
yellow defensive 
line with the ball 
under control

If the reds are 
successful in 
running the ball 
over the yellow 
defensive line, 
the coach plays 
a new ball to the 
blues who counter-
attack. The red 
must immediately 
counter press as 
a team

If the blue team 
can play through 
the press and cross 
the halfway line, 
they must try to 
score in one of the 
three mini goals as 
quickly as possible

2

1

1
2
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“The aim for the attacking team is to perform the patterns that have been 
practised during the session in order to play through the defending team” 

FULL PITCH PRACTICE

[3a]

VELJKO PAUNOVIC 
GENERAL POSSESSION AND TACTICAL CONCEPTS

We set up on a full pitch with a goal and a goalkeeper 
at each end. The pitch is set up as shown. We’re using 
20 outfield players split into two teams of 11 including 
keepers. The red attacking team is set up in a 4-1-2-3 
formation and the blue defending team is set up in a 
4-4-2 formation. 

The red centre backs start on the red coned line 
marked across their defensive third and receive the ball 

from the coach to start play. Both red full backs push 
forwards into the attacking half of the wide zone. 

The aim for the attacking team is to perform the 
various patterns that have been practised during the 
session in order to play through the defending team 
and create goal scoring opportunities, as shown [3a].

If the ball is given away by the red attacking the team, 
they counter-press immediately with the aim of winning 

The red attacking team is set up 
in a 4-1-2-3 formation. The red 
centre backs start on the red 
coned line and receive the ball 
from the coach to start play  

The aim for the red attacking team is to 
perform the various rehearsed patterns 
to play through the defending team and 
create goal scoring opportunities

The blue defending team 
is set up in a 4-4-2 
formation and they try to 
win possession of the ball

1

2

3
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[3b]

VELJKO PAUNOVIC 
GENERAL POSSESSION AND TACTICAL CONCEPTS

the ball back within three seconds and not allowing the 
blue team to leave their own half with the ball. If the 
counter-pressing is successful and the ball is won back 
by the red team, they continue to attack the blue team, 
as shown [3b], with the aim of scoring a goal.

If the blue defending team wins the ball and they 
manage to successfully launch a counter-attack, 
playing it beyond the midfield players and into 

their strikers, then the red team must retreat and 
recover back behind the ball as quickly as they can in 
transition, as shown [3c]. 

The red team must now focus on their recovery runs 
and funnelling back into a low defensive block in front 
of their own penalty area. The aim is to keep the ball 
wide and defend the blue attack from those areas of 
the pitch.

If the ball is given away by the red attacking team, they counter 
press with the aim of winning the ball back within three 
seconds and not allowing the blues to leave their own half

If the counter pressing is successful 
and the ball is regained by the reds, 
they continue to attack the blue team

If the blue 
defending 
team wins 
the ball and 
manages to 
play it beyond 
the midfield 
players and 
into their 
forwards, then 
the reds must 
retreat and 
recover back 
behind the ball 
as quickly as 
they can 

The red team 
must now 
focus on their 
recovery runs 
and funnelling 
back into a low 
defensive block 
in front of the 
penalty area

The aim for 
the reds in 
transition is 
to keep the 
ball wide and 
defend the blue 
attack from 
those areas of 
the pitch

2

1

3

1

2
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Kevin Hofland’s playing career as a centre 
back took in stints at Fortuna Sittard, PSV 
and Feyenoord in his home country of the 
Netherlands. He enjoyed spells abroad with 
German club Wolfsburg and in Cyprus with AEK 
Larnaca, and he also made seven appearances 
for the Dutch national team.

Starting his coaching career with Limburgia 
and as a youth coach at PSV, he became 
assistant manager of his former club Fortuna 
Sittard in 2018 before being promoted to the 
position of manager just over two years later.

He subsequently served as assistant manager 
of Wolfsburg before being appointed as the 
manager of Willem II in the Dutch Eredivisie.

MANAGER PROFILE 

KEVIN HOFLAND 
WILLEM II

“During the session we practise 
attacking from throw-ins and 
defending against corner kicks 
combined with transitions”

SESSION 

PRACTISE 
STANDARDS WITH 
TRANSITION
This session is all about practising 
standard game actions combined with 
intensive runs and transitions. Players 
will be challenged to think about what 
is happening in these situations and 
why. During the session we practise 
attacking from throw-ins and defending 
from corner kicks combined with making 
counter-attacking transitions. 

To train standard principles of the 
game is always a difficult part of the 
coaching task. That’s why we combine it 
into an exercise where the main subject 
is defending together. In the last couple 
of years standards became an important 
detail to win games, in terms of both 
defending and attacking. Also moments 
of transition are becoming more and 
more important. In this training session 
we coach the players to defend together 
against corner kicks and practise the 
high speeds they must run at to help 
their team mates who are playing in the 
other half. 

We would usually run this session in 
the beginning of the week because it is 
a physical part of the training.

17
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Chris, I’ve omitted the pass from corner four, because corner 3 is still in the air. 

Chris, I’ve omitted the blue pass from the central coach as it doesn’t make sense to show it here. 

B
A

B
A

B
A

We use the whole of the pitch, with three full size 
goals positioned as shown, each with a goalkeeper. 
Here we’re using our full squad and we run three 
variations of throw-in drills. We run each block for 
six minutes and then the groups rotate to the next 
variation, as shown [1]. 

Variation 1: a player makes a darting movement 

ATTACKING FROM THROW-INS

[1]

KEVIN HOFLAND
PRACTISE STANDARDS  
WITH TRANSITION

around the cones to receive a throw-in before 
producing a strike on goal.

Variation 2: a player receives a throw-in square and 
attempts to lift the ball over the keeper. 

Variation 3: two players switch positions with one 
another, with one player receiving the throw-in and 
producing a strike on goal.

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

Number of Players:  
20 players + 3 goalkeepers
Session time:  
Total session time: 90mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Variation 1: a player 
makes a movement 
around the cones 
to receive a throw-
in before producing 
a strike on goal 

Variation 3: two 
players switch 
positions, with one 
player receiving 
the throw-in and 
producing a strike 
on goal

Variation 2: a 
player receives a 
throw-in square 
and attempts to lift 
the ball over the 
goalkeeper and into 
the goal

1

3

2
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Chris, I’ve omitted the pass from corner four, because corner 3 is still in the air. 

Chris, I’ve omitted the blue pass from the central coach as it doesn’t make sense to show it here. 

B
A

B
A

B
A

KEVIN HOFLAND 
PRACTISE STANDARDS WITH TRANSITION

CORNER TRANSITIONS

[2a]

“The red team aim to clear the ball effectively before making high 
intensity runs to the opposite end of the pitch”

We set up a playing area of 65x50 yards with a full size 
goal and a goalkeeper at each end, as shown. We’re 
using 20 outfield players split into three teams of five 
who attack and defend corner kicks, plus a team of 
corner-takers. At least one corner-taker is positioned 
in each corner of the playing area.

Corner 1: the yellow team are attacking the first 

corner kick and are trying to score from it, while the 
red team are defending. The red team aim to clear the 
ball effectively before making high intensity runs to 
the opposite end of the pitch, as shown [2a], where 
they try to score from corner 2. 

Corner 2: the red team attack a corner with the 
green team now defending against it. The green team 

The yellow team are attacking 
the first corner kick and are 
trying to score from it 

The reds 
defend the 
first corner 
kick and aim 
to clear the 
ball effectively 
before making 
high intensity 
runs to the 
opposite end 
of the pitch

1

2
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Chris, I’ve omitted the pass from corner four, because corner 3 is still in the air. 

Chris, I’ve omitted the blue pass from the central coach as it doesn’t make sense to show it here. 
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[2b]

KEVIN HOFLAND 
PRACTISE STANDARDS WITH TRANSITION

aim to clear the ball effectively before making high 
intensity runs to the opposite end of the pitch, as 
shown [2b], where they become the attackers and try 
to score from corner 3.

Corner 3: the green team attack a corner with the 
yellow team now defending. The yellow team aim to 
clear the ball before making high intensity runs to 
the opposite end of the pitch where they try to score 
from corner 4.

Corner 4:  the yellow team attack a corner against 
the red team, who are now defending. The red team 
aim to clear the ball before making high intensity runs 
to the opposite end of the pitch.

We run each block until teams have made four 
high intensity runs. We rotate teams into the corner-
taking role in each block and we run four blocks, 
meaning each team will make 12 high intensity runs 
in total. 

Having made high intensity runs 
from the other end of the pitch, 
the reds now attack corner 2

The greens 
aim to clear 
the ball at the 
bottom end 
before making 
high intensity 
runs to the 
opposite end 
of the pitch, 
where they 
must try to 
score from 
corner 3 

The yellows defend 
against corner 3

2

1

3
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Chris, I’ve omitted the pass from corner four, because corner 3 is still in the air. 

Chris, I’ve omitted the blue pass from the central coach as it doesn’t make sense to show it here. 

B
A

B
A

B
A

DYNAMIC EXERCISE

[3a]

KEVIN HOFLAND 
PRACTISE STANDARDS WITH TRANSITION

We set up on a full pitch with a full size goal and a 
goalkeeper at each end. An additional full size goal 
and a goalkeeper are positioned on the halfway 
line, as shown.

The bottom half of the pitch is area A. In area A 
the reds are attacking against the blues with a 6v4 
overload. Play starts in area A with the reds taking 
a throw-in and play runs for 30 seconds, as shown 
in the bottom half of the diagram [3a]. When the 
ball is kicked out of play or defended effectively by 

the blues, a coach will play a new ball into the red 
team and the attack continues.

The top half of the pitch is area B. In area B the 
blues are attacking against the reds with a 6v4 
overload. Play starts in area B with the blues taking 
a wide free kick. The blues aim to score and the 
red team aim to defend effectively. If the ball goes 
out or is caught by the keeper, then a coach plays 
in another ball to continue the 6v4 attack by the 
blues, as shown in the top half of the diagram [3a].  

In area A 
the reds are 
attacking the 
blues with a 
6v4 overload. 
Play starts in 
area A with the 
reds taking a 
throw-in 

When the 
ball is kicked 
out of play 
or defended 
effectively 
by the blues 
in area A, a 
coach plays a 
new ball into 
the reds and 
the attack 
continues

In area B the 
blues are 
attacking the 
reds with a 6v4 
overload. Play 
starts in area B 
with the blues 
taking a wide 
free kick

In area B, the 
blues aim to 
score and the 
reds defend. If 
the ball goes 
out of play or 
is caught by 
the keeper, 
then a coach 
will play 
another ball in 
to the blues

Play goes on in both halves 
simultaneously until the coach 
blows a whistle after 30 seconds

5

4

1

2

3
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Chris, I’ve omitted the pass from corner four, because corner 3 is still in the air. 

Chris, I’ve omitted the blue pass from the central coach as it doesn’t make sense to show it here. 
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“The coach will blow a whistle and at high speed the reds and the blues 
from area B will join the play in area A to create an 11v11 situation”

[3b]

KEVIN HOFLAND 
PRACTISE STANDARDS WITH TRANSITION

After 30 seconds of play, the coach will blow a 
whistle and at high speed the reds and the blues 
from area B will join the play in area A to create an 
11v11 situation in the bottom half of the pitch, as 
shown [3b]. A coach plays a starting ball into the 

red team, who receive it and attack the bottom goal 
defended by the blues, as shown [3c]. 

A 90-second 11v11 is played in area A and players 
then revert back to their original starting positions 
and can be rotated if necessary.

After 30 
seconds of 
play, the coach 
blows a whistle 
and at high 
speed the reds 
and the blues 
from area B 
join the play 
in area A to 
create an 11v11 
situation in 
that half

A coach plays 
a ball to the 
red team, who 
attack the 
bottom goal

1

2
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Chris, I’ve omitted the pass from corner four, because corner 3 is still in the air. 

Chris, I’ve omitted the blue pass from the central coach as it doesn’t make sense to show it here. 
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[3c]

KEVIN HOFLAND 
PRACTISE STANDARDS WITH TRANSITION

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
Principles for the defenders include winning duels 
and being responsible for their players at corner 
kicks. We also want to see players working together 
to defend as a team and where pressing is a 
possibility, players should press with everything 
they have. They should also transition at high speed.

Principles for the attackers include moving 
the ball around with speed, winning duels, and 
attacking spaces in the 6v4 activity.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
After passing, players sometimes stand still and 
watch the game. They must be encouraged to 
maintain their focus off the ball. Other typical 
mistakes include not being 100 per cent committed 
to the transition, failing to communicate and not 
working to defend together as a team.

The most important thing is that players must 
understand what we are training and what benefits 
it can give to them. In every training session they 
must be aware of the transition from the exercises 
to the game.

The reds now 
attack the 
bottom goal 
defended by 
the blues 

If the blues 
win possession 
they counter-
attack the goal 
on the halfway 
lineA 90-second 

11v11 is played 
in area A and 
players then 
revert to 
their original 
starting 
positions to 
begin again

2

1

3
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James Marrs is currently the head coach of 
Crystal Palace Women, competing in the FA 
Women’s Championship. 

He was formerly the head coach of women and 
girls football at Brighton and Hove Albion, where 
he led the senior women’s team to promotion 
to the FA Women’s Super League in 2016 before 
being appointed the manager of West Ham 
United Ladies.

He has also enjoyed a spell as first team coach 
of Charlton Athletic Women and spent two 
seasons as the manager of Gillingham Women.

COACH PROFILE 

JAMES MARRS 
CRYSTAL PALACE 
WOMEN
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“Our games have a lot of 
interactions in the wider 
areas, so it’s important to us 
that we can try to exploit this 
type of attack”

SESSION 

WIDE PLAY
This session is all about exploiting the 
opposition in wide areas in order to 
gain the opportunity to either cross 
or shoot at goal. Our games have a lot 
of interactions in the wider areas, so 
it’s important to us that we can try to 
exploit this type of attack.  

The players at our club really tend to 
enjoy small-sided duals and combination 
play, so elements of both aspects of the 
game are integral to these practices. 

The use of this type of training session 
will be dependent on what kind of team 
we are due to be playing. If we feel we 
can exploit our forthcoming opponents 
in the wider areas, then we will work 
on what that looks like and how we can 
achieve that. 

The session develops from unopposed 
key movements into an opposed 
practice as soon as possible. 

The progressions are key to the realism 
of what we may face at the weekend.

24
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We set up a circular playing area with a diameter of 
approximately 24 yards. We’re using 12 outfield players. 
Eight players are positioned around the outside of the 
circle, while four working players dribble around the 
circle with a ball each. To begin with all four of the 
working players perform the movement shown in the 
diagram by player 1, dribbling the ball to a spare player 
on the outside and switching places with that player. 
The exercise runs continuously for 90 seconds.

For the next 90 seconds the four working players 
perform the movement of player 2, dribbling the 
ball towards a spare player on the outside and then 

COMBINATION CIRCLE

[1]

JAMES MARRS
WIDE PLAY

playing a one-two combination with that player, 
switching places as the outside player steps in to 
become the dribbler.

Once that exercise has run for 90 seconds, the four 
working players next perform the movement shown by 
player 3. This entails dribbling the ball towards a spare 
player on the outside, playing a one-two combination 
and on receiving the ball back finding a third player on 
the outside to pass to, either to the left or the right.

Finally, the four working players perform the 
movement shown by player 4, which is the same as the 
previous exercise but now the first receiver overlaps 
the working player to receive a pass from the third 
player on the outside. This also runs for 90 seconds. 

All four exercises are shown in the one diagram [1].

Area:  
Half pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 4 mini 
target goals, 2 full size goals
Number of Players:  
Up to 18 players + 2 
goalkeepers

Session time:  
Combination circle: 6mins
Switch and attack 2v1: 
15mins
Wide attacks: 30mins
Wide attacks progression: 
30mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

For the first 90 
seconds all four 
working players in 
the centre perform 
the movement 
shown by player 
1, dribbling to a 
spare player on 
the outside and 
switching places

For the second 
90 seconds, 
all four centre 
players perform 
the movement 
of player 2. They 
dribble to a spare 
player on the 
outside and play a 
one-two with them 
before the outside 
player steps in and 
switches places 
with the dribbler

For the third 90-second block all central players look to perform the movement 
of player 3, dribbling the ball towards a spare player on the outside and playing 
a one-two with them. On receiving the ball back they find a third player on the 
outside to pass to, who then switches places with them

For the fourth 
90-second block 
all four centre 
players perform 
the movement of 
player 4, which 
is the same as in 
the previous block 
but now the first 
receiver overlaps 
the working player 
to receive a pass 
from the third 
player on the 
outside

4

1

2

3
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SWITCH AND ATTACK 2v1

[2a]

[2b]

JAMES MARRS 
WIDE PLAY

We set up a playing area of 20x20 yards split into two 
halves and with two mini target goals positioned along 
each side. We’re using 10 outfield players, split into two 
teams of five. Two players start at each team’s station 
1 and one player starts on each teams’ remaining three 
stations. Both teams simultaneously follow the same 
passing sequence starting from opposite ends – this 
represents a way of switching the play. Player 1 passes 
to player 2. Player 2 passes to player 3 and then player 
3 passes to player 4. Player 4 steps in with the ball and 

attacks along with player 3 to create a 2v1 situation 
against player 2 from the opposite team, who assumes 
the role of defender, as shown [2a]. 

This sequence creates a 2v1 in each half of the 
practice area and the aim for the possession team 
in each half is to score in the mini goal they are 
attacking. However, if the defender wins the ball, they 
can score in the opposite mini goal, as shown [2b].

When the ball is dead, players move to the next 
station in the passing sequence and plays starts again.

Each team’s player 
1 passes to player 2 

Each team’s player 2 passes to player 3 and then 
turns ready to defend against the opposition

Each team’s 
player 3 passes 
to player 4

Each team’s player 
4 receives and 
steps in with the 
ball, attacking 
along with player 
3 to create a 2v1 
situation against 
player 2 from the 
opposite team. The 
aim is to score in 
the mini goal

Various 
combinations can 
be used by the two 
attackers to beat 
the defender and 
score a goal 

If the defender 
wins the ball, 
they can counter-
attack and score 
themselves at the 
opposite end 

1

4

2

1

2
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JAMES MARRS 
WIDE PLAY

WIDE ATTACKS

[3]

“To score, the ball must first enter a wide zone where the neutral  
players create a 2v1 attacking situation”

We set up a playing area with two penalty areas facing 
each other. We use the full width of the pitch, creating 
wide zones outside the two 18-yard boxes. We position 
a full size goal and a goalkeeper at each end. We’re 
using 18 outfield players. We set up with two teams of 
nine including keepers, plus two neutrals who play in 
the wide zones for the team in possession. Each team 
has three players in each half of the central area and 
also one player in each wide zone.

Play starts with a pass out from the goalkeeper and 

the possession team builds an attack on the opposite 
goal. To score, the ball must first enter a wide zone 
where the neutral players create a 2v1 attacking 
situation and they should help to set up crossing 
opportunities if possible. 

The three possession players in the attacking half 
should try to attack crosses to finish on goal, as 
shown [3]. The wide players can enter the central area 
to support play in the attacking half but remain locked 
in the wide zone in the team’s defensive half.

Play starts with a pass out 
from the goalkeeper and the 
possession team builds an 
attack on the opposite goal

For a goal to 
count, the ball 
must first enter 
a wide zone 
where the neutral 
players create 
a 2v1 attacking 
situation and help 
to set up crossing 
opportunities

The three players in the 
attacking half should 
make runs to attack the 
cross and finish on goal

1

23
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WIDE ATTACKS PROGRESSION

[4]

JAMES MARRS 
WIDE PLAY

We finish the session by progressing the previous 
activity. We increase the size of the playing area to 56 
yards in length but we still use the full width of the 
pitch. The wide zones are now removed. 

The player set-up remains the same as before. It is a 
9v9 game including goalkeepers plus two neutrals who 

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
In all of the practices featured in this session we’re 
looking to develop the players in terms of their quick 
feet and decision making abilities. We want to see 
high quality passing using the correct weight and 
tempo, good movement to exploit space, including 
overlapping, underlapping and blind side runs, and an 
awareness of what decision to make at what time.

We also want to see players employing useful 

communication to help team mates, whether 
that is a warning shout of ‘check your shoulder’, 
instructions explaining where the ball should be 
played, or just simple shouts of encouragement.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Players sometimes make poorly timed runs, going 
too late or too early, or they can make the wrong 
selection of pass. We would work with the players 
on their decision making, so they would make the 
correct decisions for the circumstances.

play for the team in possession in wide areas. Normal 
football rules apply but the team in possession should 
be encouraged to create overloads in the wide areas 
with the neutral players always being connected to 
the play and helping to give the attacking team an 11v9 
advantage, as shown [4].

Progress the 
previous activity by 
increasing the size 
of the playing area 
and removing the 
wide zones

Normal football 
rules apply but 
the team in 
possession should 
be encouraged to 
create overloads 
in the wide areas 
using support from 
the neutral players

1

2



292929

Dmitri Lavrinovic is currently working for iSports 
Football College as a college tutor and football 
coach. Until recently he was director of coaching 
at the PSG Academy Florida Plantation, where 
he led the continued professional development 
programme of the coaching staff to ensure they 
were all fully educated in club’s curriculum, 
coaching philosophy and methodology. 

Previously, he spent 16 months in China 
working as a lead coach for Manchester City’s 
international project. 

He was formerly a youth team coach and head 
of coaching at League Two club, Accrington 
Stanley, and he also enjoyed a spell at Bury FC 
as a youth development coach. 

He has a BSc in football studies and holds the 
UEFA A Licence.

COACH PROFILE 

DMITRI LAVRINOVIC 
LMA AMBASSADOR

“Players usually love this 
session because it revolves 
around scoring goals and it 
is made up of intensive and 
competitive free flowing games”

SESSION 

BETTER FINISHING
This session is designed to support and 
develop a range of finishing skills in and 
around penalty area. It is a very realistic 
session with plenty of opportunities for 
players to practise finishing within a 
game environment. With these exercises 
the players are not only working on 
improving their individual techniques but 
also on improving their decision making. 

Players usually tend to love this session 
because it revolves around scoring 
goals and it is made up of intensive and 
competitive free flowing games and drills.

I would run this session once a week. 
Normally it would be the last session 
before a game at the weekend and I 
would use either the full session or parts 
of it, depending on how much tactical 
work needs to be done on the pitch.

29

ON THE ELITE SOCCER WEBSITE
Check out other training sessions by Dmitri 
Lavrinovic on the Elite Soccer website
 Attacking transition
 Attacking the second six-yard box
 Counter-attacking: ball work

https://elitesoccercoaching.net/coach/dmitri-lavrinovic
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We set up a playing area the size of two penalty boxes 
with a full size goal and a goalkeeper at each end. 
Both penalty boxes are coned off to a width of 36 
yards and each has a 5-yard side box on each side of 
the playing area and a triangular box marked in the 
corners of the playing area, as shown.

We’re using 16 outfield players split into two teams 
of nine including the goalkeepers. It’s 4v4 in the main 
playing area and each team has two target players to 
play to in the triangular boxes on either side of the 
goal they are attacking. The target players are limited 

CONDITIONED FINISHING GAME

[1a]

DMITRI LAVRINOVIC
BETTER  
FINISHING

to one-touch. Each team also has two wide rotational 
players, who are locked into their side boxes in the 
defensive half of their team’s playing area until the 
ball is played into them. 

The aim for the team in possession of the ball is to 
play through the opposition and score. The possession 
team can attack using a forward pass played into a 
target player in the triangular box next to the goal, 
who lays the ball off with one-touch for a player in the 
central area to finish with a shot on goal, as shown in 
the below diagram [1a]. 

Area:  
Half a pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
3 mannequins, 2 mini target 
goals, 2 full size goals
Number of Players:  
Up to 18 players + 2 goalkeepers

Session time:  
Conditioned finishing game: 
25mins
Technical shooting practice: 
25mins
Competitive free play: 25mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Play starts with a pass from the keeper. 
The aim for the team in possession is to 
attack the opposite goal and score 

Here the reds 
attack using a 
forward pass 
played into a 
target player in 
the triangular 
box next to 
the goal

The target 
player lays the 
ball off with 
one-touch for 
a team mate in 
the central area 
to finish with a 
shot on goal

Alternatively 
the reds could 
build play 
gradually with 
a pass into the 
opposite half

4

1
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“The team in possession continues the attack with the aim of producing 
quick combination play to create goal scoring opportunities”

[1b]

DMITRI LAVRINOVIC 
BETTER FINISHING

Alternatively, the ball can be passed into a wide 
rotational player in a side box. On receiving the ball, 
the wide player can enter the central area in the same 
half and is then replaced in the side box by the player 
who passed the ball to them, as shown [1b]. This 

maintains the 4v4 situation in the central area. The 
team in possession then continues the attack with the 
aim of producing quick combination play to create goal 
scoring opportunities. However, goals only count if the 
side boxes are occupied.

Here the 
reds attack 
by passing 
to a wide 
rotational 
player in a 
side box

On receiving the ball, the wide 
player can dribble into the main 
playing area in the same half and 
is replaced in the side box by the 
player who passed the ball in

The reds then continue 
the attack with the 
aim of producing quick 
combination play to create 
a scoring opportunity

1

2 3
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2a

2b

1a

1b

2c

2d

10

36 44

18

18

10

36 44

18

18

DMITRI LAVRINOVIC 
BETTER FINISHING

TECHNICAL SHOOTING PRACTICE

[2a]

“Each player starts with a ball at their feet. This drill runs  
continuously with three balls working at a time”

We set up a playing area on the final third of the pitch 
with a full size goal and a goalkeeper at one end and 
two mini target goals at the other end. To begin with 
three mannequins are positioned around the edge of 
the penalty area as static defenders.

We are using at least 12 outfield players starting 
in three attacking lines as shown, with player 1 
coming from the line of players on the left, player 
2 coming from the central line and player 3 coming 
from the line of players on the right. 

Each player starts with a ball at their feet. Play 
starts with player 1 who dribbles from the left 
past the mannequin and shoots at goal. Player 2 
then dribbles towards the central mannequin and 
plays a one-two combination with player 1 before 
shooting at goal. Player 3 then dribbles forward 
from the right towards the mannequin and plays a 
one-two combination with player 2 before shooting 
at goal, as shown [2a]. This drill runs continuously 
with three balls working at a time.

Play starts with player 
1 who dribbles from the 
left past the mannequin 
and shoots at goal

Player 2 then dribbles towards 
the central mannequin and plays 
a one-two combination with 
player 1 before shooting

Player 3 then dribbles forward from 
the right towards the mannequin 
and plays a one-two combination 
with player 2 before shooting

2

1

3
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2a

2b

1a

1b

2c

2d

10

36 44

18

18

10

36 44

18

18 2a

2b

1a

1b

2c

2d

10

36 44

18

18

10

36 44

18

18

[2b]

[2c]

DMITRI LAVRINOVIC 
BETTER FINISHING

We progress the drill by replacing the three 
mannequins with three live defenders and by 
adding an additional line of wide players with a 
fourth ball. The drill runs as before, but after the 
third attack has played out, one wide player feeds 
a fourth ball to a winger who receives on the move 

and crosses into the goalmouth for player 1, player 
2 and player 3 who make attacking runs to meet 
the cross, as shown [2b]. 

If the defenders win the ball from the attackers at 
any time during the drill, they have the option to score 
in one of the two mini goals, as shown [2c].

Progress the drill by 
replacing the mannequins 
with three live defenders 

The drill runs as before but 
after the third attack, a fourth 
ball is crossed in from a new 
wide player on the left wing

Players 1, 2 and 3 now 
make attacking runs to 
meet the cross and one 
finishes with a shot on goal

If one of the defenders wins the ball 
at any time, they have the option to 
score in one of the two mini goals 

1

1

2 3
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COMPETITIVE FREE PLAY

[3]

DMITRI LAVRINOVIC 
BETTER FINISHING

We set up a playing area the size of two penalty boxes 
with a full size goal and a goalkeeper at each end. 
We’re using 18 outfield players split into three teams 
of six. Two teams play against each other in a 6v6 in 
the main area, while the players of the remaining team 
are positioned around the edge of the playing area,  
as shown [3].

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
As this is a finishing session, the first thing to 
consider before anything else is a positive attitude 
to scoring. Players need to be brave and look for the 
earliest shooting opportunity. Being aware of the 
position of the goal, the goalkeeper, and the nearest 
danger will be important learning objectives. 

Demonstrating a confidence and a desire to go 
again after a failed attempt is also important, 
meaning that the psychological corner must be 
covered and coached in this session.

In the technical corner, the coach looks for a 
range of shooting and finishing techniques and 

wants to see good ball control under pressure. 
Tactically players need to look to make good 

decisions both on the ball and off it, showing 
an awareness of space and of danger, and an 
understanding of how to support. Players should be 
able to read the game and anticipate opportunities.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Sometimes players are not brave enough to go 
for the goal as early as possible, or they make 
a decision to pass the ball around to create the 
perfect opportunity to shoot at goal. The clear 
message from the coach should be that players 
must be as positive as possible and look to shoot at 
the earliest opportunity.

Play starts with a pass from the goalkeeper and the 
aim for the possession team is to build an attack on 
the opposite goal, using the support of the outside 
players if needed. The outside players are limited to 
two-touch at the most.

We play six games of four minutes, with each team 
having two turns to play on the outside.

2a

2b

1a

1b

2c

2d

10

36 44

18

18

10

36 44

18

18

Play starts with 
a pass from the 
goalkeeper and 
the aim for the 
possession team is 
to build an attack on 
the opposite goal

The possession team 
can combine with 
the outside players if 
needed. The outside 
players are limited to 
two-touch

1

2
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The coach stands back but leans in. She’s curious! 
She wants to listen to what the players have to say. 
She wants to hear the feedback they’re giving each 
other. She’s wondering who will 
lead and who will talk, who will 
provide insights and who won’t say 
anything. She’s hoping – hoping that 
the contents of feedback is broad 
rather than narrow. That is broad 
and encompassing the tactical, 
technical, physical and mental sides 
of the game. She wants to hear 
integration. She wants her players 
to appreciate the holistic nature of 
performance. She also wants to see 
leadership and teamship. She wants 
her leaders to lead. She wants her 
team to team. She wants her players 
all-in, together!

She listens closely and keeps quiet. But when 
she feels it necessary, when she feels there’s an 
opportunity, she’ll prompt. She’ll pose a question 
or make a suggestion. She’ll use her expertise when 

necessary. But, by and large, she’ll stay back and let 
the players drive the conversation.

This is an autonomy-supportive coach. This is a 
coach who knows that human 
beings learn not just by doing 
an activity, and not just through 
direct instruction, but also through 
collaboration. An autonomy-
supportive coach is a coach who 
gives players the opportunity to be 
involved in the teaching process  
– a coach who understands that this 
involvement helps them experience 
activities and sessions in a more 
meaningful way, and helps them 
process information at a deeper 
level. A coach that is looking to build 
leadership and broaden teamship.

Are you incorporating moments of collaboration 
into your coaching process on the training ground? 
Too often we bemoan a lack of leadership, yet fail to 
give players the opportunity to practice leadership. 
Too often we complain that players avoid holding 

“An autonomy-
supportive coach 

is a coach who 
gives players the 
opportunity to be 

involved in the 
teaching process”

TEAM TALKS FOR LEADERSHIP
SPORT PSYCHOLOGIST DAN ABRAHAMS EXPLAINS HOW STAYING QUIET CAN WORK FOR A 
COACH DURING TEAM TALKS AND FEEDBACK SESSIONS

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY
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each other accountable, yet fail to give players the 
practice of communicating in a straightforward yet 
effective manner.

The training ground – out on the pitch – this is 
the best place to help players collaborate in order 
to improve their communication and subsequent 
leadership and teamship. Schedule player-driven 
team talks during activities and between activities. 
Water breaks that provide players with active rest 
can also become windows of time for moments of 
collaboration.

Assign leaders and give them open-questions to ask 
the group:

– “What’s going well that we need to continue?”
– “What can improve?”
– Is there anything we need to add to what we’re 

doing?”
Ask leaders to incorporate players who don’t usually 

speak by helping them use the teaching technique of 
cold-calling. A leader picks a player who tends to stay 
quiet:

– “Joe, from your point of view what are we doing 
well and what do you think we can do better?”

– “Mary, what have you been experiencing during 
this activity?”

Fundamental to getting all involved is to make sure 
questions require answers that are personal (“What 
was your experience here?” What went well for you?”) 
rather than requiring an answer 
that others can critique or disagree 
with. These are questions that offer 
players psychological safety, and are 
more likely to be met with a lower 
feeling of stress, and less likely to 
cause social anxiety.

The security of safety, but 
enveloped with the demands 
of attention. Players know their 
leaders may call on them to 
contribute (cold-calling) so 
they have to listen keenly. They 
have to be ready to contribute. 
They cannot loaf socially. They 
have to be ‘mentally on their toes’. 

GIVE LEADERS THE POWER
Give leaders the power to make their own coaching 
points during player-driven team-talks. Monitor tone 
and energy alongside contents. Delivery of message 
may not be as important as content of message, 
but content is soon ignored if it’s not delivered in an 
engaging and accessible style.

As for content, make sure it’s holistic. You want to 
hear the game model discussed alongside the mental 
challenges of the game. You want to hear discourse 
involving your principles and solutions to the physical 
stressors those principles create. You want to hear 
an intelligent conversation that demonstrates player 

understanding of the integrated nature of football’s 
basic components. 

What are you doing when you schedule these player-
driven team-talks?

Shaping leadership. Sculpting teamship.
Driving leadership that’s not just action-oriented but 

also verbally rich – instructional, knowledge-based 
and energising.

Driving teamship that means everyone has the safety 
and the linguistic skill to contribute and support.

All-in!
During these talks, stay quiet. 

If you have a yearning to say 
something, stay quiet. Let them 
speak first and give your leaders a 
chance to bring as many players into 
the conversation as time allows. And 
then make your coaching points or 
ask your coaching questions. You 
can still be involved. You can still 
influence.

Player-driven team-talks build 
a collaborative spirit. They help 
players see the world through each 
other’s eyes thus building shared 

mental models and task cohesion. Opportunities 
for involvement help players think – deepening 
their understanding of the game and improving their 
learning experience. They help them become a student 
of the game and a student of their game.

A final thought – somewhat paradoxically I’d argue 
that player-driven team-talks are about you, the 
coach. They’re about you as much as they’re about 
them, the players. You, the outstanding autonomy-
supportive coach – standing back, listening, guiding 
leadership, helping leaders to drive teamship, 
prompting and suggesting. This is a description of 
outstanding, skilful coaching. This is coach as human 
developer. This is 21st century coaching – coaching 
people, coaching players, and coaching performers.

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY

“Stay quiet. Let 
them speak first and 
give your leaders a 
chance to bring as 
many players into 

the conversation as 
time allows”
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After a professional playing career of nearly 20 years, 
Michael Gilkes took his coaching badges, did some 
media work, and even qualified as a mortgage advisor 
before ending up back in the bosom of the club 
where he made his name, Reading. In February 2022, 
academy manager Gilkes was asked to work alongside 
Paul Ince in taking interim charge of the first team and 
is focused on one thing, hard graft.

I’VE BEEN INTERVIEWING FOR EACH NEW ROLE 
WITHOUT KNOWING IT…
That’s the best way I can explain it. If you look at my 
career since I came back to Reading, I started out 
coaching the U14s part time before becoming assistant 
U18s coach to Dave Dodds, who I learned a great deal 
from. I then moved to the U21/U23s with Martin Kuhl, 
and was fortunate to lead that side briefly before 
quickly moving up to the first team with Jaap Stam.  
I feel very fortunate to have worked with him, and 
later Paul Clement. 

RAISING THE ROYALS

I TOOK A BREAK TO REINVENT MYSELF…
I looked at areas where Reading could improve how 
it operated and, having identified player pathways 
and its dealings with contracts and agents, I became 
football operations manager at the club. When they 
approached me to become academy manager I jumped 
at it, but within months the Covid pandemic hit. That 
was a journey nobody could have planned for and it 
changed a lot of people’s lives. During that period, I 
helped with the first team, as the restrictions meant 
they needed more coaches, and manager Mark Bowen 
later invited me back.

READING’S INTERIM CO-MANAGER MICHAEL GILKES TALKS ABOUT HIS MANY ROLES AND 
EXPERIENCES AT THE CLUB

INTERVIEW MICHAEL GILKES

“We want to build strong characters 
who can respond well to positives 
and negatives. It’s really about 
preparing them for anything in life”
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OUR ACADEMY IS ALL ABOUT BUILDING BETTER 
PEOPLE…
Obviously we want to help the players perform the 
best they can on the pitch for our club and to do well 
elsewhere. However, not everybody’s path is going 
to be a straight one and we want to build strong 
characters who can respond well to positives and 
negatives. It’s really about preparing them for anything 
in life, not just in football.

That takes a team effort. When an academy player 
transitions to the first team, here or elsewhere, it’s 
not the result of just one person’s success, it’s all the 
staff who have been involved from the beginning.

Yes, that player has to have talent, but they also 
have to be nurtured to be patient, resilient and to have 
a team mentality.

A LOT HAS TO DO WITH COMMUNICATION…
We all have quite different personalities, and I’m a 
great believer that, in whatever you do, your personality 
should shine through. You have to connect with people 
in order to work out how to get the best out of them. 
That can be a challenge sometimes, but it’s about give 
and take. I believe I’m not just here to manage the 
players, I’m here to learn from them as well.

I GAIN A LOT FROM PEER-TO-PEER LEARNING…
On the courses I attend I meet many coaches and 
managers, some of whom have been in their roles for 
many years. It’s great to be able to bounce ideas off 
them and learn from their experience.

Advice isn’t the right word for what they offer; 
it’s continuous, freely available and welcoming. I’m 

MICHAEL GILKES 
INTERVIEW

fortunate to be around so many people who are 
willing to support me with open arms.

THE LMA DIPLOMA IGNITES THINGS INSIDE 
YOU…
As well as rubber stamping some things that I already 
knew, it has taught me new tools and given me a 
better understanding of how to use them in my day-
to-day role. For example, the importance of having the 
strength and understanding to take a step back and 
listen rather than acting on emotion. I’ve learned to 
take all the information in, to evaluate and understand.

IT’S COMPETITIVE IN THE ACADEMY SYSTEM…
And that’s great. Everyone is trying to stay abreast of 
changes in the game and to keep improving. I think in 
this country we tend to be open to ways to improve 
as coaches, and as long as we’ve got that passion 
for learning there is so much we can learn from our 
peers. There’s one thing we can learn from foreign 
coaches, in particular. Many of them speak at least 
two languages, and that puts them in a stronger 
position in terms of their careers. It’s one area where 
we don’t always fulfil our potential in England.

I’M OFTEN ASKED WHAT MY GOAL IS…
But, while I could say I want to manage a first team, 
or achieve this or that, most of all I’m just really 
focused on working hard. That’s always been my goal, 
and I think so long as you’re doing that the rest should 
sort itself out. I believe I still have a lot to offer the 
game so I’ll keep on ‘interviewing’, because you never 
know what’s around the corner.

“It’s great to be 
able to bounce 
ideas off other 
coaches and 
learn from their 
experience”



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

“A fantastic magazine”
Arsène Wenger
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Jose̓  Mourinho

WIN BETTER
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