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FROM THE CHAIRMAN 
Welcome to the July 2022 issue of Elite Soccer. In 
this month’s magazine we have a five brand new 
training sessions that will help your team to improve 
in every department. 

We begin with a session written by Sean Dyche. 
The hugely respected former Burnley manager is no 
stranger to the magazine and in this issue he has 
shared a training plan aimed at working on a team’s 
ability to transition quickly to defence after an attack 
breaks down.

In contrast, current Sheffield United manager Paul 
Heckingbottom has focused his session on improving 
a team’s ability to play into the front players. It is a 
fast paced training plan with lots of practice for both 
forwards and defenders.

We have two sessions from coaches working in the 
USA this month. Max Rogers, the assistant coach of 
Miami FC, has focused his session on the defensive 
principle of compactness. It’s a plan that encourages 
players to recognize when to close space down and 
how to react to pressing triggers. We’re also delighted 

to have a pre-season training workout devised by  
Tom Williams, the head of sport science at LA Galaxy.

Last but by no means least we have a series of 
activities by Michal Pudjak, coach of Leeds United U23s. 
The session is all about quick combination play between 
players in order to unbalance the opposition and create 
goal scoring opportunities.

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 exciting 
training blueprints to help develop your team.
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“We begin this issue with a 
session written for us by Sean 
Dyche, the hugely respected 
former Burnley manager”
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Sean Dyche began his coaching career at 
Watford. In his time at Vicarage Road, he served 
as youth team coach and assistant manager 
before finally progressing to the top job. He 
became first-team manager in June 2011.

Joining Burnley after just one successful 
season in charge of Watford, in his first 
campaign at Turf Moor he led the team to an 
11th place finish in the Championship and the 
following year he secured automatic promotion 
to the Premier League. It was the first time 
Burnley had reached the top flight since 1973. 
What was remarkable about the achievement 
was that Dyche had paid a transfer fee for just 
one player.

Although Burnley’s stay in the top division 
lasted only one season initially, under Dyche 
the club bounced back in 2015 and clinched 
the Sky Bet Championship title on the final day 
of the season. Dyche’s reputation was further 
enhanced in 2018 when Burnley finished in 
seventh place in the Premier League, earning the 
club qualification for the Europa League. 

Dyche successfully kept Burnley in the Premier 
League until he left the club in 2022.

MANAGER PROFILE 

SEAN DYCHE 
LMA AMBASSADOR

“When you’re on the offensive 
you must know exactly how 
to recover and reshape if an 
attack breaks down”

SESSION 

TEAM DEFENDING  
IN TRANSITION
This training session is all about the 
team recovering from a counter-attack 
defensively on transition and reacting 
quickly to defend after an attack breaks 
down. It’s simple set-up is due to the 
fact that it is intended to be run with 
decent to high level players.

Transition is a vital aspect of defending 
in the Premier League. If you are a side 
with less possession of the ball, then 
when you’re on the offensive you must 
know how to recover and reshape if an 
attack breaks down, starting from the 
player nearest to the ball right down to 
the player furthest away.

The session can be used to make the 
players understand what to do. Once 
they grasp the point that we’re trying 
to get over to them, it may be used for 
any period of time to remind them and 
prompt them.

4

ON THE ELITE SOCCER WEBSITE
Check out these other training sessions by 
Sean Dyche on the Elite Soccer website... 
 Attacking from crosses
 Sharp finishing
 Link play between forwards
 Simple pressing as a team 

https://elitesoccercoaching.net/coach/sean-dyche
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We set up on a full size pitch. We’re using 10 outfield 
players and a goalkeeper set up in team formation 
as if they were attacking the bottom end. The coach 
starts with a ball on the ‘D’ of the opposition’s penalty 
box and simulates an opposition counter-attack by 
dribbling up the pitch towards the team. 

UNOPPOSED TRANSITIONS

[1a]

SEAN DYCHE
TEAM DEFENDING  
IN TRANSITION

As this happens, the team have to filter back into 
their positions and reform their shape, becoming 
compact within a 4-4-2 formation, as shown [1a]. 

Next the coach simulates a turnover in possession 
by playing the ball to any player within the team. In 
this example, the central midfield player receives the 

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

Session time:  
Unopposed transitions: 
20mins
Opposed transitions: 
20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

The coach 
starts with 
a ball on the 
‘D’ of the 
penalty box 
and simulates 
an opposition 
attack by 
dribbling up 
the pitch 
towards the red 
defending team

The defending team 
have to filter back 
into their positions 
and reform their 
shape, becoming 
compact within a 
4-4-2 formation

1

2
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“The team must 
return to their 

compact defensive 
shape in transition 

by making quick 
recovery runs”

[1b]

[1c]

SEAN DYCHE 
TEAM DEFENDING IN TRANSITION

ball in transition. The team must now open out into 
the attacking mode and pass the ball as if they are 
building an attack.

The team produce combinations to pass and move 
forwards as a team into the final third, as shown [1b].

Once the team is in or around the opposition penalty 

box, the coach plays a new ball into the area that would 
usually be occupied by the opposition full back on the 
opposite side of the pitch to the first ball, simulating a 
turnover of possession. The team must return to their 
compact defensive shape in transition by making quick 
recovery runs back into position, as shown [1c]. 

The coach simulates a 
turnover in possession 
by playing the ball to any 
player within the team

The team now transition 
into the attacking mode and 
produce combinations to 
pass and move forwards as  
a team into the final third

Once the team reaches the 
opposition penalty box, 
the coach plays a new ball 
into the area that would 
usually be occupied by the 
opposition full back on the 
opposite side of the pitch to 
the first ball

The team must return to their 
compact defensive shape in 
transition by making recovery 
runs back into position as 
quickly as possible

1
2

1

2
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SEAN DYCHE 
TEAM DEFENDING IN TRANSITION

[1d]

“The team must react and recover in relation to the position of the ball, 
with the nearest player putting pressure on the ball”

Another option to simulate a similar situation is to 
place one coach on each side of the pitch level with 
the halfway line. The main coach would play the ball 
into one of the two coaches and the team must react 

and recover accordingly in relation to the position of 
the ball, with the nearest player putting pressure on 
the ball, as shown [1d]. All other players transition 
back into their shape.

To simulate 
a similar 
situation, place 
one coach 
on each side 
of the pitch 
level with the 
halfway line. 

The main 
coach would 
play the ball 
to one of the 
two halfway 
line coaches

The team react 
and recover 
accordingly 
in relation to 
the position of 
the ball, with 
the nearest 
player putting 
pressure on 
the ball

All other 
players 
transition 
back 
into their 
defensive 
shape

4

1

2

3
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OPPOSED TRANSITIONS

[2a]

SEAN DYCHE 
TEAM DEFENDING IN TRANSITION

We set up on a full size pitch with a goal and a 
goalkeeper at each end. We’re using 20 outfield 
players split into two teams of 11 including 
goalkeepers. Both teams are set up in a GK-4-4-2 
formation and we play a normal 11v11 game, with 
coaches stepping in when there is a turnover of 
possession to add detail to the transition. 

Play starts with a ball served to one of the red team’s 
defenders by the coach. The aim for the red team is 
to gradually move the ball out from the back, playing 
forwards through the blue team. The blue players 
must immediately react as a team and move up the 
pitch to press, with the nearest blue player to the ball 
aggressively pressing the ball carrier, as shown [2a]. 

Play starts with a ball served to one of 
the red team’s defenders by the coach

The reds 
must try to 
play forwards 
through the 
blue team

The blues 
immediately 
react as a team 
and move up 
the pitch to 
press, with the 
nearest blue 
to the ball 
pressing the 
ball carrier

1

2

3
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[2b]

SEAN DYCHE 
TEAM DEFENDING IN TRANSITION

If the red team reaches the attacking half with the ball 
and they lose possession to the blue team, the reds must 
work on their reactions to losing the ball in transition. 

Now that the blues have gained possession we want 
to see the nearest red player pressing the ball with 
a “five-yard fury”, while the supporting reds should 

react accordingly, both individually and collectively. 
The reds should crunch the pitch and squeeze the 
game to ensure the opposition’s play is directed just 
one way, as shown [2b]. To do this all red players must 
shift across to create numerical advantages with the 
aim of winning the ball back.

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
We want to see players focus and refocus whilst 
attacking. They should be watching the game as it 
unfolds and should stay engaged if their team mate 
loses the ball. Use examples to highlight what you 
want them to understand, mentioning teams such 
as Manchester City and Liverpool and individuals 
such as Kante and Henderson.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Players sometimes suffer from a loss of focus and 

can react in disappointment, waving their arms in 
the air in frustration. To overcome such reactions, 
coach to correct this kind of behaviour as you see it 
happen, or use analysis and feedback sessions.

How would I put this in a game situation?
Once the coach is happy that the players 
understand what is expected of them, we would 
finish the session with some free play, making  
sure we allow enough time for the players to  
work it out and to push each other to recognise the 
required pictures.

If the reds reach 
the attacking half 
and give possession 
away, they must 
transition quickly 
and the nearest red 
presses the ball 
aggressively

The reds shift 
across as a team, 
squeezing the 
space to ensure the 
opposition’s play is 
directed one-way 
with the aim of 
winning the ball 
back as quickly as 
possible 1

2
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After calling time on a long playing career as 
a defender, Paul Heckingbottom opted to gain 
an academic understanding of his sport by 
completing a master’s degree in sports coaching 
at Leeds Beckett University.

Beginning his coaching career with Barnsley’s 
development squad, Heckingbottom enjoyed two 
spells as caretaker manager of the club. During 
the latter spell, he guided Barnsley to victory 
in the final of the Football League Trophy and 
achieved promotion to the Championship in the 
League One play-off final. This success led to him 
being appointed manager on a permanent basis.

He inspired Barnsley to a ninth place finish 
in the Championship in his first full season in 
charge and he subsequently enjoyed spells as 
manager of Leeds United and Hibernian in the 
Scottish Premiership.

After initially joining Sheffield United as lead 
coach of the U23s in 2020, he spent a period as 
interim manager of the club before eventually 
being given the top job in November 2021.

MANAGER PROFILE 

PAUL 
HECKINGBOTTOM 
SHEFFIELD UNITED

“Although this is an attacking 
session, we would regularly 
run it with a supporting coach 
working with the defenders”

SESSION 

PLAYING INTO 
STRIKERS
This is an attacking session where 
we specifically work on improving our 
ability to play into the front players. 
It is a fast paced session with lots of 
practice for the forwards and for the 
corresponding defenders.

The detail of the session is focused 
on the intent to play forward passes 
into the strikers and it works on the 
quality of the delivery. It also works 
on the movement of the strikers to 
receive and combine with each other 
to score. The work is situated around 
the penalty area and provides plenty 
of opportunities to practise each skill 
under pressure and can be made as 
competitive as the coach wishes.

Although this is an attacking 
session, we would regularly run it 
with a supporting coach working with 
the defenders, as there is plenty of 
opportunity to practise 1v1 defending 
principles.

We would visit this session regularly 
when coaching the players on 
how we want the team to attack, 
particularly if we think that with our 
next opponent there is an opportunity, 
or a necessity, to play into our front 
players with quality. 

The session can also be adapted 
around our intended team shape, or 
the expected shape of the opposition, 
whether that’s playing with two or three 
centre forwards or playing against two 
centre backs or a back three. Here we 
will show the session with a front two 
and then progress the session to expand 
the pitch and give a bit more detail for 
the midfielders.

10

ON THE ELITE SOCCER WEBSITE
Check out these training sessions by Paul 
Heckingbottom on the Elite Soccer website... 
 Defending principles
 Defending as a team 

https://elitesoccercoaching.net/coach/paul-heckingbottom
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We set up a playing area of 46x52 yards with a goal 
and goalkeeper at each end. The playing area is 
marked out as shown, with two penalty boxes coned 
off to a width of 40 yards and separated by a 10-yard 
midfield zone. The midfield zone has a shaded dead 
zone marked out in the six-yard wide channels on 
either side and no player is allowed in these shaded 
areas. Offsides become active in the penalty area.

We’re using 12 outfield players split into three teams 
of four. The reds are attacking one end and the blues 

FEED THE STRIKERS

[1a]

PAUL HECKINGBOTTOM
PLAYING INTO  
STRIKERS

are attacking the other end. The reds and the blues 
have two defenders and two attackers in each half. 
The two teams go up against each other in a 2v2 in 
each half. 

The four remaining players function in the wide 
channels as floaters. They play for the team in 
possession and are conditioned to a maximum of  
two touches. All players are locked into their halves.

Play starts with a pass out from the goalkeeper, as 
shown [1a]. The keeper is not allowed to pass directly 

Area:  
Up to two thirds of pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
2 full size goals

Number of Players:  
Up to 14 players  
+ 2 goalkeepers
Session time:  
Feed the strikers: 15mins
Progression: 15mins
8v8 game: 15mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Play starts with a pass out from the goalkeeper. 
The keeper is not allowed to pass directly into 
the attacking half and must play the ball to 
either a defender or a yellow floater

If the ball is 
played directly 
to one of the 
floaters, they 
act as full 
backs. The 
floaters are 
limited to two 
touches. The 
aim is to play 
forwards into 
one of the two 
strikers

The strikers 
combine 
to create 
a shooting 
opportunity

1

2

3
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“This is a physically demanding session and players should look  
to be rotated or rested after each two-minute game”

[1b]

PAUL HECKINGBOTTOM 
PLAYING INTO STRIKERS

into the attacking half and must play the ball to a 
defender, or to a floater in the wide channel. If the 
ball is played directly to one of the floaters, they act 
as full backs in this instance. The aim for the receiving 
player is to play forwards into one of the two strikers. 
The strikers can then combine to create a shooting 
opportunity.

Another attacking option is to utilise the floaters as 
wingers by playing the ball out into the wide channel 

to create a crossing opportunity, as shown [1b]. 
The cross could be played in behind the defenders, 
or could be a pull back across the box, or a higher 
delivery to the back post, but the floater is challenged 
to assess the movement of the striker and to deliver a 
correctly weighted pass to assist a goal.

This is a physically demanding session and players 
should look to be rotated or rested after each two-
minute game.

Here the red 
defender 
receives the 
pass out from 
the keeper and 
plays the ball 
forwards into 
the attacking 
half 

The red striker 
utilises the 
floater as 
winger and 
plays the 
ball out wide 
to create 
a crossing 
opportunity

1

2
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PAUL HECKINGBOTTOM 
PLAYING INTO STRIKERS

PROGRESSION

[2]

We extend the previous playing area by 10 yards, 
creating a new 10-yard midfield zone. The red and the 
blue teams now have one additional player each and 
these function in a 1v1 in the new midfield zone. The 
same restrictions apply to attackers and defenders 
and only the two centre midfielders can occupy the 
new midfield zone.

Play starts with a pass out from the goalkeeper to a 
defender. The defenders can either play directly forwards 
into the strikers with a pass through the midfield zone 
or they can play the ball to a floater in the wide channel, 
who then aims to pass forwards into the strikers.

The coach should work on encouraging the attacking 

team’s centre midfield player to make runs to drag his 
marker away in order to create passing lanes for the 
player on the ball, as shown [2]. However, if the opposition 
centre midfield player remains deep and screens the pass, 
a square ball can be played to the attacking team’s centre 
midfielder, who then looks to play forwards into the 
strikers. The centre midfielder can then follow the pass 
into the attacking zone to support the strikers. These are 
the principles that we look to encourage.

On receiving the ball in the attacking third, the 
strikers can combine with each other to finish on goal 
or can use the floaters out wide to create a crossing 
opportunity if needed.

Play starts with a pass out from 
the goalkeeper to a defender

The defenders 
can either 
play directly 
forwards 
through the 
midfield zone 
or they can 
play to a 
floater in the 
wide channel, 
who then 
aims to pass 
forwards into 
the strikers

The attacking 
team’s centre 
midfielder 
should make 
runs to create 
passing lanes 
for the player 
on the ball. If 
not, the centre 
midfielder 
can receive a 
pass in the 1v1 
midfield zone 
and play the 
ball forwards

On receiving 
the ball in the 
attacking third, 
the strikers 
can combine 
with each 
other to finish 
on goal

Alternatively 
the strikers 
can use the 
floaters out 
wide to create 
a crossing 
opportunity

5

4

1

2

3
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8v8 GAME

[3]

PAUL HECKINGBOTTOM 
PLAYING INTO STRIKERS

We set up a playing area of 60x40 yards with a goal 
and a goalkeeper at each end. Both end zones have a 
safe zone marked outside them, with a midfield zone 
sandwiched in between the two safe zones. 

We’re using 14 outfield players split into two teams of 
eight including keepers. Both teams have two defenders 
in the end zone they are defending, a pair of strikers in 
the safe zone at the end they are attacking, and three 

midfielders in the midfield zone. The centre midfielders 
can move into any zone, but the defenders are not 
allowed to engage with the strikers to stop an attack until 
the strikers have touched the ball in the safe zone. The 
outer line of the safe zone also serves as an offside line.

The below diagram shows the red team being 
pressed as they play the ball out from the back. The 
red midfielders then play the ball into their strikers in 
the safe zone. The strikers look to combine with each 
other and the centre midfielder joins in to support the 
attack, as shown [3].

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
The strikers are expected to time their movement 
well to receive the ball, whether under pressure or 
not. They must secure possession or look to remain 
“connected” with the action and combine with their 
strike partner to score.

Deeper players in possession of the ball are 
always expected to be aware of forward passing 
options and have the necessary first touch to allow 

for a quality delivery into the front players, while 
wide players are expected to create chances under 
pressure in the attacking areas of the pitch.

We also want to see centre midfielders timing their 
movement to open up passing lanes – pulling deeper 
and away from the ball to open up a channel into 
the front men. Alternatively, this creates space to 
receive and play the forward pass themselves if the 
opposition centre midfielder blocks the forward pass. 

Midfielders are also encouraged to time their runs 
to join in the attack after a forward pass played into 
the strikers.

1a

1b

2

3

40

60

56

40 66

40 66

46

40 66

46

18

18

5

5

Play starts with 
keeper playing 
out from the 
back and the 
possession team 
build an attack

The red midfielder 
plays a forward 
pass to the strikers 
in the safe zone 

The defenders are 
not allowed to 
engage with the 
strikers to stop 
an attack until 
the strikers have 
touched the ball in 
the safe zone

The strikers 
look to 
combine with 
each other 
to create a 
goal scoring 
opportunity

The centre 
midfielder is 
free to leave the 
midfield zone to 
support the attack

5

4

1

2

3
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Max Rogers started his coaching career in 2014 
at the academy of Scottish club St Mirren, 
where he served as assistant head of youth 
development and as U20s coach. 

He relocated to the USA in 2016 to take up  
a role at Orlando City, coaching the club’s U17 
academy team. In 2018 he made the move to 
the USL Championship as an assistant coach 
with Saint Louis, working with manager Anthony 
Pulis. He moved on to Indy Eleven in 2021, 
working primarily as assistant coach but his 
time at the club also included a short stint as 
interim head coach. 

In 2022 he rejoined Anthony Pulis, this time at 
Miami FC, working as assistant coach.

He is currently near to completing his pro 
license with the Scottish FA.

COACH PROFILE 

MAX ROGERS 
MIAMI FC

“It focuses on the ability of the 
players to recognise when and 
how to close space, react to 
pressing triggers and recover 
when the press is broken”

SESSION 

DEFENSIVE SHAPE 
AND ORGANISATION
The purpose of this session is to develop 
the defensive organisation and principles 
of the team when they are operating in 
a 4-4-2 or 4-2-3-1 defensive scheme. 
Specifically, it focuses on the main 
defensive principle of compactness and 
the ability of the players to recognise 
when and how to close space, react to 
pressing triggers and recover when the 
press is broken.

The exercises used in this session 
are games, therefore each team is 
operational in all the phases of the 
game. The progression is clear in each 
exercise, methodically increasing the 
number of players, the size of the 
playing area and the rules to increase 
the complexity and arrive at the end 
of the session with a real 11v11 game. 
Each exercise is also highly competitive 
and goals can be scored, which ensures 
tension and a sense of rivalry. There are 
no complicated rules or conditions.

This session would be performed 
on a match day -3, or the day most 
appropriate in the periodisation to 
load the players by playing in larger 
spaces. This session would be initially 
delivered in pre-season to bed in the 
desired defensive principles of play, 
the shape and the relationships of the 
team. Each individual exercise can also 
be performed on its own as a refresher 
throughout the season.

15
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We set up a playing area of 30x24 yards with a large 
goal and a goalkeeper at each end and two small goals 
positioned inside the playing area as shown.

We’re using 10 outfield players split into two teams of 
six including keepers. Each team attacks two goals and 
defends two goals – one small goal and one big goal. 
There are no touch restrictions, no offsides and players 
are free to move anywhere but they can only score in the 

DEFENDING TWO GOALS 6v6

[1a]

MAX ROGERS
DEFENSIVE SHAPE  
AND ORGANISATION

large goal once the ball has gone past the small goal. 
Play starts with a ball from the goalkeeper and the 

red possession team must build an attack. The blue 
team begins as the out-of-possession team and they 
are defending. They must initially remain compact to 
protect the small goal and should try to force the reds 
to the outside of the playing area and away from small 
goal, as shown [1a]. 

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

Session time:  
Defending two goals 6v6: 
14mins
Defending two goals 11v11: 
14mins
11v11 game on full pitch: 
20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY Play starts with a pass out from the goalkeeper 
and the red possession team build an attack 

The blue team 
defends. They 
must remain 
compact and 
should force 
the reds to the 
outside and 
away from the 
small goal

Players are 
free to move 
anywhere, but 
the possession 
team can only 
try to score in 
the large goal 
once the ball 
has gone past 
the small goal

1

2

3



1717

1a

1b

2

30

24

30

24

“When a defender slides wide to engage the ball carrier, the player  
next to them moves inside to protect the central area”

[1b]

MAX ROGERS 
DEFENSIVE SHAPE AND ORGANISATION

Once the red attacking team have gone past the 
small goal with the ball, their aim is to score in 
the large goal. The blue defending team must now 
focus on their recovery runs to defend the big goal 
effectively, as shown [1b]. 

If the blue team win the ball back, they attack in 
the opposite direction and the red team would then 
defend accordingly. When a team scores a goal, the 
other team restarts with the ball to emphasise the 
need for quick defensive organisation. 

The coaching focus is on the defending team. 

Vertical compactness is important and when the 
forwards and midfielders of the out-of-possession 
team engage the ball high, the defensive line should 
be protecting the small goal. When the team defends 
the large goal, the midfield line should drop to cover 
the small goal. 

Horizontal compactness is also important – when a 
defender slides wider to engage the ball carrier, the player 
next to them moves inside to protect the central area. 

Work should be in four blocks of two and a half 
minutes each with one minute of rest in between.

Once the red 
attacking team 
has gone past 
the small goal, 
their aim is to 
score in the 
big goal 

The blue 
defending 
team must 
now focus on 
recovery runs 
to defend 
the big goal 
effectively

If the blue team wins the ball back, they 
attack in the opposite direction and the 
red team would then defend accordingly

1
2

3
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MAX ROGERS 
DEFENSIVE SHAPE AND ORGANISATION

DEFENDING TWO GOALS 11v11

[2]

We set up a playing area between the penalty boxes 
with a full size goal and a goalkeeper at each end and 
two small goals in the centre. The full width of the 
pitch is employed. We’re using 20 outfield players split 
into two teams of 11 including goalkeepers. 

Play starts with a pass out from the keeper of the 
red possession team and the game follows the same 
principles that were used in the previous practice. 

The blue defending team must remain compact to 
ensure the attacking team are not able to penetrate 
centrally. The first priority for the out-of-possession 
team is to defend high and protect the small goal, as 
shown [2]. After that, it is again about recovery runs to 

defend the big goal effectively once the attacking team 
have gone past the small goal. If the blue team wins the 
ball back, they attack in the opposite direction and the 
red team must then transition to defend accordingly.

In the 11v11 game, all units of the team can be 
coached, with the focus primarily on the space 
between the lines, the depth of the back four in 
relation to the pressure on the ball, high pressing 
from a mid-block, reaction to a ball in behind, and 
the team’s transition to attack. Using the full width of 
the pitch forces the defending team to shift and slide 
across the pitch as a team to remain compact when 
the ball is on the wing.

We work in two blocks of five minutes, with rest in 
between. As a final progression, we would remove the 
mini goals and play a regular 11v11 game on a full pitch.

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
The players need to have a sound grasp of the 
team’s key principles of play. Technically, this session 
demands quality from every tool in the toolbox – 
1v1 defending and attacking, passing and control, 
retaining possession under pressure, and finishing. 

Tactically speaking, this session requires players 
to demonstrate good positioning both in and out of 
possession, the correct reactions to pressing triggers 
and game awareness. 

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
When training games are quite competitive, 
sometimes players would rather win the game than 
focus on the objective of the exercise. Therefore, 
it is important to reinforce the key coaching 
messages throughout. 

With a defensive focus to this training session, 
often the attacking team can be stifled and lack 
ideas, so the attacking team must also be coached 
and encouraged adequately, so they provide a stern 
test for the defending team and so they contribute 
to making each situation far more game realistic.

Play starts 
with a pass 
out from the 
keeper of the 
red team. The 
reds build an 
attack

The blue defending 
players remain 
compact to ensure 
the attacking team 
are not able to 
penetrate centrally 
and score in the 
small goal

Using the full width 
of the pitch forces 
the defending team 
to shift across the 
as a team to remain 
compact when the 
ball is on the wing

Only after the 
ball has gone 
past the small 
goal, can the 
reds try to 
score in the 
large goal. The 
blues must 
recover quickly 
to defend

4

1

2

3
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Welshman Tom Williams began his coaching 
career while completing his undergraduate degree 
in sport science at Loughborough University, 
taking on part-time roles at the academies of 
Derby County and Nottingham Forest. 

He subsequently served as first team sport 
scientist and strength and conditioning coach 
with Mansfield Town in the National League, 
before becoming first team rehabilitation coach 
with Sheffield United. In April 2013 he was 
appointed head of strength and conditioning 
at Leicester City academy, a role he filled for 
three years.

Relocating across the Atlantic in 2016, Williams 
became head of strength and conditioning for 
Toronto FC, where he was an important part 
of the backroom team when the club lifted 
the 2017 MLS Cup. That year Toronto also 
became the first club in MLS history to achieve 
a domestic treble, winning the MLS Cup, the 
Supporters Shield (the league title) and the 
Voyagers Cup (the League Cup).

He is currently the head of sport science and 
research at LA Galaxy. He joined the club in 
March 2021.

COACH PROFILE 

TOM WILLIAMS 
LA GALAXY

“It is important to combine 
the technical aspects with 
the physical activation as 
both work hand in hand”

SESSION 

PRE-SEASON 
FITNESS
This is a fitness session that we would 
use as a conditioning element in our 
pre-season build up, or maybe early 
in the training week during the regular 
season to increase our training volume. 

The session is made up of three 
separate activities that work well 
together. It makes for a good 
progression to run the drills one after 
another, as that way we can focus 
on the progressive overload in the 
physical sense. 

It’s a great progression to develop 
a multifaceted fitness approach and 
it focuses on completing multiple 
football-based movements at high 
intensity in a short duration. These are 
aimed at mimicking the most difficult 
parts of a game. 

The scientific rationales behind the 
drills are aimed at the progressive 
overload of the session. It starts in a 
simple way and moves into areas where 
more chaos and uncertainty occur. If we 
can mimic the most physically intense 
periods in a game and develop them 
through increasing time and specific 
actions, it will increase the players’ 
ability to produce these high intensity 
movements more frequently. It will also 
increase their efficiency, due to a higher 
ability to produce the movements and 
because of decreasing fatigue.

It’s important to combine the technical 
aspects with the physical activation, 
as both work hand in hand. There are 
obviously times when certain physical 
outputs must be emphasised in 
isolation, however if many aspects can 
be catered for simultaneously, it will 
allow for a more specific output – both 
physically and technically. 

19
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We set up a playing area of 40x20 yards. We’re using 
six outfield players, with one on each of the four 
outside corner mannequins and one on each of the 
two inside mannequin. 

Two balls are working at the same time and play 
begins with two of the outside players at one end 
simultaneously serving a ball to two of the middle 
players. They then follow their pass, as shown [1]. 

FOLLOW THE PASS

[1]

TOM WILLIAMS
PRE-SEASON FITNESS

The two middle players receive the pass and turn 
around the outside of their respective mannequins. 
They both then play sharp diagonal passes to the two 
end players and each one follows their pass to the 
next station. 

The two end players then run the ball back to the 
original start position before restarting the drill, with 
every player now one station further on.

Area:  
Up to 50x30 yards
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, poles, 
mannequins, ladders, 
small hurdles, 1 goal

Number of Players:  
Up to 13 players
Session time:  
Follow the pass: 15mins
Fitness circuit: 15mins
Possession boxes: 15mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Two balls are working 
at the same time. Play 
begins with two end 
players serving a ball 
each to two of the 
middle players. They 
then follow their pass

The two middle players receive and 
turn around the outside of their 
mannequins. They both play diagonal 
passes to the two end players and 
each one follows their pass

The end players receive and 
then run the ball back to 
the original start position 
before restarting the drill

1

2

3
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[2]

TOM WILLIAMS 
PRE-SEASON FITNESS

We set up a playing area of 30x30 yards with cones, 
poles, ladders and hurdles positioned as shown [2]. 
A 10x10 yard square is marked out with cones in the 
centre of the playing area. 

We’re using 13 outfield players. The eight outside 
players go around the physical circuit for the 
duration of the activity, with two starting on each 
corner of the playing area. On two of the sides the 
players perform two 30-yard shuttle runs between 
the poles and a 30-yard recovery jog. On the other 
two sides, players run through ladders and over 
hurdles. 

The remaining eight players start in the central box 
performing a 5v3 rondo. The five possession players 
must keep the ball from the three defenders for 30 
seconds and then four of them make zig zagging 
diagonal runs in and out of the cones to find a coach 
who is positioned at each corner of the playing area 
with a ball. They play a one-two with the coach 
before returning to their team mate in the 5v3 box and 
continuing with the rondo.

Players can be rotated – the three defenders in the 
box can change each round and we would also swap 
the inside and outside groups every two rounds. 

The remaining players perform a 5v3 rondo in the central 
box. If the five reds keep possession for 30 seconds, four 
must make zig zagging runs through the cones and play a 
one-two with a coach before returning to the 5v3 rondo box 

On two of the sides, the 
outside players run through 
ladders and over hurdles

The eight 
outside players 
go around 
the physical 
circuit for the 
duration of 
the activity. 
On two of 
the sides 
the players 
perform 
two 30-yard 
shuttle runs 
between the 
poles and 
a 30-yard 
recovery jog

1

2

3
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TOM WILLIAMS 
PRE-SEASON FITNESS

POSSESSION BOXES

[3a]

We set up a playing area of 30x30 yards with a 10x10 
yard box marked out in the centre. We’re using 10 
outfield players split into a blue team of six and a red 
team of four. Four of the blue players are performing 
conditioning runs on the outside of the playing area, 
while the reds have an overload in the 4v2 rondo that 
takes place in the small central box. The four red 
players pass to keep the ball in the central box but 

if the two blue defenders win possession, they try to 
play a pass to one of the four outside blue players. 
If they succeed, they create a 6v4 passing situation 
in the larger playing area, as shown [3a]. If the four 
red players win the ball back, the practice resets and 
restarts from the middle box.

To progress the activity we add a 20-yard scoring 
zone to the length of the playing area, making it 50x30 

Four of the 
blues perform 
conditioning 
runs on the 
outside of the 
playing area 

The reds have an overload in 
the 4v2 rondo in the small 
central box. The four reds pass 
to keep possession of the ball

If the two blue 
defenders win 
possession in 
the small central 
box, they play 
a pass to one 
of the four 
outside blues. 
This create a 6v4 
passing situation 
in the larger 
playing area

If the four red players win 
the ball back from the 
blues, the practice resets

4

1

2

3
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“If the four reds win the ball back in the 6v4 phase, they counter-attack in 
transition with the aim of breaking out into the scoring zone and shooting”

[3b]

TOM WILLIAMS 
PRE-SEASON FITNESS

yards. We also position a goal and a goalkeeper at 
the extended end. Play continues as before with a 
4v2 rondo starting in the small central box. The blues 
break out into the 30x30-yard box as before if they 
win possession, but now if the four red players win 

the ball back in the 6v4 phase, they counter-attack in 
transition with the aim of breaking out into the scoring 
zone and shooting past the goalkeeper. The aim for 
the reds is to score within five seconds of winning the 
ball back, as shown [3b].

To progress the 
activity add a 20-
yard scoring zone 
to the length of 
the playing area 
and add a goal 
and a keeper

Play starts with a 4v2 rondo in the 
small central box. If the two blues 
win possession, they pass to an 
outside team mate and try to keep 
possession in the main playing 
area with a 6v4 advantage

If the four reds win the ball back in the 6v4 phase, 
they must counter-attack in transition. They break 
out into the scoring zone and try to score in the 
goal within five seconds of winning the ball back

1

2

3
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Michal Pujdak started his coaching career as 
an academy coach at Hull City and he coached 
at the Manchester United and Manchester City 
soccer schools. He also worked as a coach 
mentor for the Football Association in East Riding 
before being appointed as the youth development 
lead coach at Grimsby Town in 2017.

He joined Leeds United in January 2020, 
initially as youth development lead coach but  
he currently serves the club as U23s coach.

COACH PROFILE 

MICHAL PUJDAK 
LEEDS UNITED

“It’s a session that allows the 
coach to offer the squad a 
balance of activities that meet 
the needs of the players”

SESSION 

COMBINING TO CREATE 
CHANCES IN THE 
ATTACKING PHASE
The session is about quick combinations 
between players in order to unbalance 
the opposition and create advantages 
leading to goal scoring opportunities.

It’s a session that allows the coach to 
offer the squad a balance of activities 
that meet the needs of the players. 

If we want our players performing with 
freedom and consistently expressing the 
unique attributes that make them stand 
out, we must build a platform for them 
to function well as a team within the 
playing model that we use. 

The session’s simple design allows 
for changes to be made, depending on 
player availability on the day. 

The session can also be manipulated 
by adjusting the duration of each activity 
and the ratios of work to rest in the 
attack v defence phase of play and in 
the 11v10 element. 

The factor to consider is the weekly 
periodisation of the physical loading. 
We have used some elements of this 
practice individually at different stages 
of the weekly cycle and as a whole this 
session could be recommended for 
delivery on match day -3.

24
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We set up for this passing and receiving exercise in the 
space between the halfway line and the edge of the 
penalty box, marking a 10-yard zone across the centre 
of the playing area. Three mannequins representing 
defenders are ranged across the central zone.

We’re using eight players, with three players 
starting in a queue at each end and two target players 
positioned between the mannequins in the central 

PASSING AND RECEIVING

[1a]

MICHAL PUJDAK
COMBINING TO CREATE  
CHANCES IN THE  
ATTACKING PHASE

zone. All players must pass and then follow their pass 
to the next position.

The first player at the top starts play by passing 
to a target player in the middle zone. The middle 
player receives between the mannequins and turns 
out to play a pass to a player at the bottom end. The 
first player at the bottom receives and passes back 
into the middle zone, as shown [1a]. The exercise is 

Number of Players:  
Up to 19 players  
+ 2 goalkeepers
Session time:  
Passing and receiving: 10mins
Attacking patterns: 15mins
Phases of play: 30mins
11v10 Game: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Area:  
Up to two thirds  
of pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 
mannequins,  
2 target goals,  
2 full size goals

The first 
player at the 
top starts by 
passing to a 
target player 
in the middle 
zone. All 
players must 
follow their 
pass to next 
position

The target 
player receives 
between the 
mannequins 
and turns out 
to pass to a 
player at the 
bottom end

The first player at the bottom receives 
and passes back into the middle zone

The other 
target player 
receives 
between the 
mannequins 
and turns out 
to play a pass 
to the top end. 
The exercise is 
continuous

4

1

2

3
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“We progress the activity by encouraging the middle target players to now 
make movements to receive in behind the outside mannequins”

[1b]

MICHAL PUJDAK 
COMBINING TO CREATE CHANCES IN THE ATTACKING PHASE

continuous and carries on in the same manner.
We progress the activity by encouraging the middle 

target players to now make movements to receive in 
behind the outside mannequins. After receiving the 
through pass from the top end player, the middle player 

combines with the bottom end player to set up a one-
two. The bottom end player receives the return pass and 
plays a through ball to the other middle player, as shown 
[1b], who moves in behind to receive. The exercise is 
continuous and carries on in the same manner.

2b1a

1b

2a

3

4

44

10
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Progress 
the activity 
by getting 
the middle 
target players 
to make 
movements 
to receive 
in behind 
the outside 
mannequins

The middle player combines 
with the bottom end player 
to set up a one-two

The bottom 
end player 
receives the 
return pass 
and plays a 
through ball 
to the other 
middle player, 
who has made 
a run in behind 
to receive 

The ball is 
worked from 
end to end 
in the same 
manner 
and play is 
continuous

4

1

2

3
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MICHAL PUJDAK 
COMBINING TO CREATE CHANCES IN THE ATTACKING PHASE

ATTACKING PATTERNS

[2a]

We set up on half a pitch with a goal and a goalkeeper 
at one end. The main playing area is coned off to the 
width of the penalty area, creating a wide channel 
on each wing. Six mannequins are positioned outside 
the penalty area to represent four defenders and 
two defensive midfielders. We’re running unopposed 
patterns of play in the attacking half of the pitch using 
a team of 10 outfield players. 

A centre back starts the first attacking pattern from 
the halfway line by passing to a full back, who then 
plays a pass into a central midfielder who has made 
a run behind the midfield mannequin to receive. The 
central midfielder plays a through pass for the wide 
attacker who has made a run behind the defensive line 
of mannequins. The wide attacker plays a pass across 
the box for the striker to finish, as shown [2a]. The same 

2b1a
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A centre back starts the first 
attacking pattern from the halfway 
line by passing to a full back

The full back 
plays a pass 
into a central 
midfielder 
who has made 
a run behind 
the midfield 
mannequin to 
receive

The central 
midfielder 
plays a through 
pass for the 
wide attacker, 
who has made 
a run behind 
the last line of 
mannequins

The wide attacker plays 
a pass across the box for 
the striker to finish

4

1

2

3
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MICHAL PUJDAK 
COMBINING TO CREATE CHANCES IN THE ATTACKING PHASE

[2b]

pattern is then repeated on the other side of the pitch. 
Players reset and a centre back starts the second 

attacking pattern from the halfway line by passing to 
a full back, who then plays a pass into the striker. The 
striker lays the ball off with one touch to the central 
midfielder who has made a supporting run to receive. 

The central midfielder plays a through pass for the 
wide attacker who has made a run behind the last line 
of mannequins. The wide attacker receives and plays 
a pass across the box for the striker to finish past the 
goalkeeper, as shown [2b]. The same pattern is then 
repeated on the other side of the pitch. 

2b1a

1b
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“Players reset and a centre back starts the second attacking  
pattern from the halfway line by passing to a full back”

A centre back starts the second 
attacking pattern from the halfway 
line by passing to a full back

The full back 
plays a pass 
into the striker, 
who dops 
to receive 
and lays the 
ball off with 
one touch 
to a central 
midfielder

The central 
midfielder 
plays a through 
pass for the 
wide attacker 
who has made 
a run behind 
the last line of 
mannequins

The wide attacker receives 
and plays a pass across the 
box for the striker to finish

4

1

2

3
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PHASES OF PLAY

[3]

MICHAL PUJDAK 
COMBINING TO CREATE CHANCES IN THE ATTACKING PHASE

We set up on half a pitch with a goal and a goalkeeper 
at one end and two small target goals at the other 
end. The main playing area is coned off to the width 
of the penalty box and a high offside line is marked 
across the pitch.

We’re using 12 players split into two teams of six. The 
reds are the attackers and the blues are the defenders. 

A coach starts play by passing into the attacking team. 
The attackers look to play through and in behind the 
defending team by using some of the patterns of play 
practised in the previous activity and they try to finish 
by creating a goal scoring opportunity, as shown [3].

If the blue defending team wins the ball, their aim is 
to score in either of the two mini target goals.

2b1a

1b

2a
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A coach starts play by passing 
to the red attacking team

The blue team 
defends with a 
high line. The 
yellow line is 
the offside line

The red 
attackers try 
to play through 
and in behind 
the blue 
defending team 
by using some 
of the patterns 
practised in 
the previous 
activity

If the blue 
defending 
team wins the 
ball, they try to 
score in either 
of the two mini 
target goals

4

1

2

3
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11v10 GAME

[4]

MICHAL PUJDAK 
COMBINING TO CREATE CHANCES IN THE ATTACKING PHASE

We set up on two thirds of a pitch with a full size goal 
and a goalkeeper at each end. We’re using 19 outfield 
players with a blue defending team of 10 set up in a 
GK-4-3-2 formation and a red attacking team of 11 set 
up in a GK-4-2-1-3 formation, as shown [4]. 

This activity serves as a platform for the attacking 

players to experience success, as we set up the 
defending team with fewer players to make it weak 
in front of the back line. This creates an opportunity 
to exploit an overload from the attacking midfielders 
as well as from wide attacking players making runs in 
front and in behind the opposition’s back line.

We play a normal game. Starting the attacks in 
the middle third of the pitch helps to increase the 
frequency of the desired patterns to occur. 

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
In the technical parts of the session, without the 
difficulty of performing under direct pressure from 
the opposition, we would normally direct the players’ 
attention on the ‘before’ and ‘during’ moments of 
the key action. We would like to see the fostering of 
good habits with scanning and players fine tuning 
their connections with team mates. We want to see 
players aware of the pitch surface, the ball speed 
and the timing of their movements. 

Then we progress into the opposed part of the 
session where the players are required to perform 
combined movements to unbalance the defence. 

Behaviours that we look for the players to master will 
dictate the flow of the session and how much we stop 
to coach, which will have an impact on ball rolling time.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
My intention with the first two elements of the 
session is to give players the opportunity to 
familiarise themselves with the ball and shine 
a light on some key technical components of 
scanning, preparing the body and orienting it to 
play quick combinations with other players. We 
need to convince the players to execute the desired 
movements with match intensity and sharpness of 
mind. Introducing rules on limited touches and time 
constraints to finalise the move helps to achieve this.

The blue 
defending team 
of 10 is set up 
in a GK-4-3-2 
formation

The red 
attacking team 
of 11 set up in 
a GK-4-2-1-3 
formation

Players 
should use 
the practised 
patterns of 
play

1

2

3
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When I was a professional golfer struggling to make 
a living on the mini tours around Europe, one of 
the challenges I felt held me back was my seeming 
inability to see or picture the performances I 
wanted to achieve. Whether it was winning a trophy, 
shooting a great score or hitting a supreme shot, the 
clarity of my images were less than crystal clear – 
quite fuzzy in fact.

I firmly believe that champions from any sport or 
discipline are able to construct simple but lucid inner 
images that direct their brain toward how they want 
to play and what they want to achieve. This doesn’t 
guarantee success, of course it doesn’t. But it does 

give an ambitious competitor a strong blueprint of the 
actions and behaviours that they have to execute in 
order to deliver in the manner they want to.

I believe that, having studied psychology and 
brain science for over a decade, picturing what you 
want is a skill that can be improved. I know this to 
be true because developmental psychologists have 
demonstrated that our formal way of thinking is 
through pictures. Over time we learn to attach words to 
those pictures and because words become our primary 
means of information processing, our ability to summon 
up inner images declines. But it doesn’t disappear 
altogether and through practice it can improve.

IMAGERY IN TRAINING
SPORT PSYCHOLOGIST DAN ABRAHAMS EXPLAINS HOW IMPORTANT INNER PICTURES 
ARE TO THE DEVELOPMENT OF A FOOTBALLER

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY
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Developing a catalogue of inner pictures is crucial 
for footballers if they want to improve their ability to 
play with confidence and certainty. And as a coach, 
you can massage this by using the following short 
process in training. 

DEVELOPING PICTURES
Use the five minutes before and 
after training to help your players 
develop their pictures. Before 
training ask them two questions:
●  “What do you want to achieve in 

training today?”
●  “What will it look and feel like if 

you do this really well?”
After training ask them two 
questions:
●  “What went really well today?”
●  “What would it look and feel like 

if you did this really well in a 
match?”

Fortunately we now coach at a time when this kind 
of coaching process is no longer met with groans, 
with eye rolling or with blank looks. Just about 

every player is well-acquainted with imagery, mental 
rehearsal and visualisation. 

Make sure your players are using as many senses 
as possible – especially what they see, feel and hear. 
Allow them quiet time to build their library of pictures 
but don’t fear the odd prompt or two. Ask them about 
their movement, their tackling, passing and shooting – 

whatever you think is most pertinent to 
their game and to your training session. 
Prompt them about the specific actions 
they have to execute and about the 
responsibilities in their role.

This process takes no time to do 
and there is nothing to set up. Yet 
the benefits are multiple. The session 
will create a blueprint on the minds 
of your players before and after your 
training. Not only will this improve 
your footballers’ ability to picture 
their performance but it will also be 
the perfect tonic for the plague of 

inconsistency. By directing their brain toward what 
they want to achieve and what they have achieved 
during training you will be managing self-belief and 
confidence levels.

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY

“Developing a 
catalogue of inner 
pictures is crucial 

for footballers 
if they want to 

improve”
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Ben Bartlett is head of coaching at Fulham Football Club. 
Before moving to his current role, Ben worked at the 
Football Association for 12 years as a coach developer. 
He also spent two years at Chelsea and 10 years at 
Colchester United as a coach and player developer.

As head of coaching at Fulham, Ben’s prime 
responsibility is to ensure that coach development 
works in tandem with the individual needs of the 
players at every level of the club. Here he goes one-
on-one with Elite Soccer to discuss some aspects of 
Fulham’s coaching philosophy.

Going into a new season, how do you determine the 
strategy for your players and your approach towards 
the campaign?
“I’d probably try to make a separation between 
the preparation for a season in senior football, 
when winning the league or avoiding relegation or 
qualifying for some kind of competition will probably 

ONE-TO-ONE WITH… 
BEN BARTLETT

be the defining driving factors, to where most of 
my experience sits, which is in more of a youth 
development setting. In youth development it’s about 
the strategies we adopt to support players to go on 
and have either sustained careers or to develop a real 
love of playing the game.

“As such, the things that inform the strategy would 
be the vision that the club aims to achieve. In my 
current context, that vision talks about individuals 
who can fulfil their potential and as a consequence, at 
Fulham, we speak largely about focusing as much as 
possible on the individual.

“However, it’s important to recognize that football is 
a team game and that those individual aims will need 
to be stitched together in some kind of coherent way 
to support the players to really succeed in whatever 
way is relevant to them. The strategy that each group 
then adopts will be geared towards best supporting 
those individuals.”

FULHAM’S HEAD OF COACHING, BEN BARTLETT, DISCUSSES HIS 
APPROACH TO THE GAME WITH ELITE SOCCER

COACHING FOCUS
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How do you focus on the individual at a club like 
Fulham during the course of the season?
“Our Under 16s squad is probably a good age group to 
use as an example because that group precedes going 
into a full-time scholarship programme, so the players 
will still be school boys. One of the big elements 
that we try to support the Under 16s to achieve 
during the season is to gain a scholarship at a club, 
whether that’s with us at Fulham or whether that’s 
somewhere else. As much as possible the strategy is 
geared around enabling those players to continue to 
develop the skills to succeed at becoming a scholar, 
not just from a footballing perspective, but from a 
holistic perspective – educationally, physically and 
psychologically.

“We also lay some really strong foundations that 
will hopefully support the boys to go on and become 
professional footballers, and then professional 
footballers with a sustained career, and increasingly 
we try to develop their capacity to succeed in life 
beyond their football career. So the decisions that 
we’re making when the boys are 15, 16 and 17 are as 
much as possible about supporting the longevity of 
their future successes.”

How does this aim actually manifest itself in 
footballing terms? 
“Our Under 16s have tended to play a variety of 
different systems. This season they’ve worked across 
three systems because we’re trying to develop a 
collection of adaptable skills. This means the players 
have got experience of shifting their system, either 
based upon our intentions for the players dependent 
upon what’s going on in a moment in time, or as 
recognition of what they might face moving forward 
in their career. This enables them to collect as many 
varied experiences as possible to support them to go 
on to succeed.

“We’re trying to set the boys up to play in a 
position that will hopefully suit them. For example, 
we’ve got five centre backs in that particular 
Under 16s group. If we only played with a back 
four, that would mean we would either need to 
shoehorn a centre back into a full back position, 
which may not necessarily bring out the best 
in the player, or leave him on the bench. So 
playing with three centre backs enables 
us to have more of them on the pitch 
at the same time. 

“Also, we’re not blessed with 
a lot of players that would 
naturally play in wide areas, and 
one of the players that we have 
got, we’re trying to develop to 
be better at playing in between 
the lines – drifting inside, 
playing more in a number 10 
role. The systems we play 
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allow us to drift between using that player in wide 
areas and playing inside.

“So I guess, as much as possible we establish the 
goals linked to our vision, which is about individuals 
fulfilling their potential. The strategies that we adopt 
will then be unique to each particular age group. So 
rather than employ universal tactics or universal 
strategies that are the same across the club, each 
group of coaches would establish goals that as much 
as possible align with the perceived needs of that 
particular group of individuals. 

“This means the way that the Under 16s are 
challenged this season, will be different from the 
way that the Under 16s were challenged last season, 
because they are a different group and there are 
different individuals who’ve got different coaches 
working with them.”

How does the idea of focusing on the individual sit with 
your more straightforward statistical footballing targets?
“We try to balance that tension between our 
performance goals – such as achieving 55 per cent 
possession as a minimum objective, or trying to get 
as many final third entries as possible – and the 
more holistic development. We recognise that some 
of the processes that we’re committed to may not 

necessarily give us statistical 
clarity or statistical 

success in the early 
part of the season, 
but we find a 
balance between 
what we need to 
measure from a 
numerical data 

perspective and 
what we want 
to measure from 
a longer term 
developmental 
perspective.”



3535

What type of coaches are needed in the academy 
setting, where they might be asked to take a couple 
of lesser results in favour of the longer-term holistic 
development you’re talking about? 
“It’s a balance between the skills we might need to 
support development in an academy setting versus 
the skills that might support a coach to succeed 
in a senior setting. Naturally, there will be some 
similarities that are just universal skills that will help 
coaches, but I guess our strongest coaches are the 
ones that can see wins as more than three points at 
the end of the day. 

“It’s about coaches who see wins as being, perhaps, 
Under 16 players that are able to be stretched to 
compete in the Under 18s. I don’t even know that it 
needs to be a balance. I think it’s probably more of a 
reciprocity between being able to compete but also 
being able to see the longer game. If we just play the 
biggest, oldest and most capable boys at this moment 
in time, we may win and we may get that performance 
success, but it may be that performance success is 
masking some things that perhaps won’t emerge until 
further down the line.” 

What role does performance 
analysis have in the academy 
setting?
“It has a critical role. We’re 
very fortunate in that a 
number of our coaches, 
particularly those that 
work towards the older end 
of the age groups where 
perhaps the traditional role 
of performance analysis 
becomes more of a focal point than it does with 
the younger boys, have got the capacity to use the 
analysis tools to provide analysis, as well as having 
the experience of a good coaching eye to be able to 
analyse what’s going on in front of them.

“As much as possible we’re trying to work across 
three elements. Firstly, traditional stuff about the 
outcomes of games – what percentage possession did 
we have? How many final third entries did we have? 
How many shots on goal did we have? How many shots 
on target did we have? We collect a relatively universal, 
quite generic picture about what’s going on in any game 
and you’re able to make some comparisons from game 
to game and from season to season.”

What other elements of performance analysis do you 
focus on?
“The second aspect is to try to be a little bit more 
discerning by defining a set of goals for each group 
at the beginning of the season. For example, a 
couple of seasons ago our Under 18s needed to move 
towards becoming far more aggressive in the press. 
So we worked through the data to try and identify 
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data points that were going to be most relevant 
to the things that we were trying to achieve. It’s 
not necessarily a brilliant measure, but the PPDA 
measure [Passes Per Defensive Action, calculated 
by dividing the number of passes allowed by the 
defending team by the total number of defensive 
actions] has got some capacity to measure the 
intensity and the purpose behind a team’s press. So 
that became a data point for that particular group at 
that moment in time.”

How exactly did that help you?
“Through that data we started to recognise that when 
certain players played for us, it enabled our press 
to be better and more effective. We also recognised 
that as the players went through quite a strong 
sports science programme during the season, that 
their capacity to influence a more intense press grew, 
which was really important to be able to empower the 
players to recognise that the investment they make, 
not just in the gym but in understanding their whole 
physical development, brings genuine output in terms 
of what successes they can have on the pitch.

“The more tactical element 
came with a recognition that 
we found it harder to have a 
more intense press when we 
played against teams that 
played with a back three. And 
I guess as a consequence, 
it allowed us to consider 
some of the things that we 
might need to do to enable 
us to press more intensively 
against a back three. 

“What we tended to do as a consequence, is rather 
than saying ‘we’re playing against a team today who 
play with a back three, hence we’re going to press 
exactly like this’, we tried to work towards using those 
data points to support understanding in more of a 
problem-solving capacity. It led us to consider that if 
we play against a team that press with a two, these 
might be some of the ways that we can play out, or if 
we play against an opposition that have a back three, 
these are some of the ways that we may press with a 
two or with a three or with a four.

“The coaches, in collaboration with the performance 
analysis team, have started to work towards providing 
some relatively loose solutions to the possible 
problems that the players may face rather than 
providing really clearly defined solutions. For example, 
if this week we are playing against Leicester, rather 
than recognising exactly what Leicester do, we look 
at what Leicester might do, but we also look at some 
examples of when we played Norwich, who perhaps 
played with some similarities. This hopefully means 
that if Leicester do something different come match 
day, the whole performance analysis process building 

“At the end of the day our 
strongest coaches are the 
ones that can see wins as 
more than three points”
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up to that game isn’t thrown out of the window 
because the opposition has done something different. 

“Importantly, it then isn’t only down to the coach to 
solve the problems. Hopefully, through the work that’s 
going on with the players, they have got solutions 
to the problems in their own armoury, which they 
can apply in those moments rather than wait for 
the coach to come up with the solution. The players 
are hopefully resourced in some way to solve those 
particular problems.”

You mentioned that you use three elements of 
performance analysis. What is the third way?
“The third part of the approach to performance 
analysis has been a little more individual – we go 
right back to the vision about individuals who can 
fulfil their potential. We now start to look at metrics 
that align with targets that the players are challenged 
to achieve. So for a player who’s challenged to 
be stronger in the air or to be better aerially as a 
defender, the things we would focus on in the data 
would be their success in aerial duels, and then we try 
to make some comparisons about the types of players 
they get success against versus the type of players 
that they find it more difficult against, so we can start 
to look at some potential solutions to those problems. 

“The individual stuff becomes quite unique. Some 
players may get their individual objectives compared 
against the league average, whereas some of our more 
high-performing players might get their successes 
compared against the best players in their position in 
the country, because those who are playing for their 
country probably don’t want to be compared to the 
average, they would want to be compared to the best 
because that’s where their next objective is.”

What is your coaching approach to developing 
decision makers?
“This is a personal bias, but decision makers are 
probably everything. Your game-defining players 
are the ones that are remembered and they are 
usually top level decision makers. I guess there 
will be elements that just come from certain 
experiences the players have, that maybe coaches 
don’t have full control over, but of the stuff that 
we can control it’s important to ensure every 
experience we provide for the players gives them 
an opportunity to make decisions.

“Our coaches work from an overarching season plan 
that links to the vision – these are the objectives for 
the team, for the season moving forward, which over 
time works its way down to the weekly plan. Rightly or 
wrongly, and this preceded me working at Fulham, the 
club has a long-standing commitment to what might 
be called a games-based approach to practice. 

“This means that whatever it is that the coaches 
adopt will have some kind of game reference to it, 
which will hopefully mean the players can make 
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decisions in the practice relative to what it is that 
they’re being exposed to.

“So rather than an arbitrary decision that is defined 
by the coach, the players will have some decisions 
to make based upon the things that are going on in 
that particular moment. It’s probably important to 
say that the degree to which coaches enable players 
to practise certain stuff will be based upon their 
understanding of the player’s capacity in that moment 
in time. It may be that certain coaches narrow the 
decision making of some players down to certain 
options to enable them to have a better opportunity 
to refine certain things in certain moments, while 

“It’s important to ensure that  
every experience we provide  
for the players gives them an 
opportunity to make decisions”
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other coaches might leave the player with a whole 
collection of different things they can select from and 
then provide them with opportunities to be able to 
understand what it was that they were doing.

“I think, similar to the way that we spoke about 
performance analysis, as much as possible the 
coaches are providing an opportunity for the players 
to solve problems in the moment and provide support 
for them. And as much as possible on any given week, 
we try and work from the premise that there are no 
wasted generic practices – that every single practice 
that we do in some way has a connection to the 
commitments we made to the players at the beginning 
of the season.”

Is there a way in your coaching programme that 
transitional moments are addressed specifically or is 
it just an integrated part of every training session? 
“Probably a little bit of both. Fulham generally 
like their teams to have more possession of the 
ball than the opposition. One of the elements that 
is in the playing philosophy is called ‘controlling 
possession’, and as a term it suggests you want to be 
a team that uses possession 
positively, one that has 
lots of possession high 
up the pitch and probably 
dominates the ball more 
than the opposition. 

“This means your transition 
moments become really 
critical because if you have 
lots of possession in the 
opposition’s half and turnover 
possession, then you’ll 
quickly be running back toward your own goal. And if 
you like to be a team that dominates possession and 
you concede early in transition, you’ll find yourself 1-0 
down and that makes those games incredibly difficult. 

“Perhaps this is perceived to be a little basic and a 
little bit old school nowadays, but the coaches here 
do drive intensity in sessions and that hopefully offers 
a collection of benefits. It means that physically the 
practice is something like the game from an intensity 
perspective, which will be good for transfer, but it will 
also be good for developing the physical capacity to 
deal with the game. 

“The coaches driving the intensity also means that 
competition is higher, that you get lots of contacts, 
but hopefully in those transitional moments the 
players are sharp enough to get up to the ball.

“The coaches will also do stuff where they draw a 
contrast between playing on a small pitch and playing 
on a big pitch. A small pitch will probably give players 
lots of opportunities to be effective in transition 
because the distances between the player and the 
opponent when the ball gets turned over will probably 
enable the player to get after it. 
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“In contrast, doing stuff on a bigger pitch, where 
perhaps the decision-making process becomes more 
important, the players can’t just press everything 
because they’ve got to make conscious decisions 
about what to do. I suppose that to get to the nub of 
the question, what is the degree to which what we 
do in possession will influence what we can do on 
the turnover?

“We’ve spoken quite a lot about switching play with 
some of our age groups. We’ve spoken about getting the 
ball from one side of the pitch to the side where the 
opposition are weaker, but also about getting as many 
players high up the pitch into the opposition’s half as 
possible to ensure that on the turnover we’ve got bodies 
around the ball to be able to affect the press.”

What kind of techniques do you use to encourage 
switches of play to keep possession and how do you 
inspire the players to react quickly in transition? 
“The coaches will often use games that have got a 
line that goes vertically down the middle of the pitch 
and if players can shift the ball across that middle 
line and score they will get an additional reward for 

being able to do it. We may 
run games where getting to 
10 passes in the opposition’s 
half and then scoring gives 
teams an additional reward 
of maybe two goals. Or if 
your team loses the ball in 
the opposition’s half, but 
they win it back before the 
opposition are able to enter 
your half, your pass count 
stays where it was. You 

might have got to seven passes when you’ve turned 
it over, but if you can get the press going quickly and 
regain the ball before the opposition exit their half, 
you are able carry on from seven passes instead of 
starting from the beginning again. So the way that 
you condition and constrain the practice affords the 
players the opportunity to practise the things that are 
pretty important.”

Is winning the ball back quickly in transition an 
important part of the coaching philosophy? 
“I went to an Under 15s game this morning where we 
did have quite a lot of the ball, particularly in the 
second half, but we did keep turning it over. We’ve 
got quite a lot of really nice football players in that 
group but being a nice football player who can get 
on the ball is just one element of what we do. You 
fundamentally have to run back towards your own 
goal quite quickly, quite hard and quite intensely when 
you turnover possession. So through the programme, 
just encouraging the players to value that aspect of 
the game is as important as valuing some of the more 
creative, skilful things.”

“Every single practice that 
we do has a connection 
to the commitments we 

made to the players”
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