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FROM THE CHAIRMAN 
Welcome to the August 2022 issue of Elite Soccer. In 
this month’s magazine we present five new training 
ground sessions that will help your team to develop 
and improve. 

We begin this issue with a series of activities shared 
by Leeds United’s American coach, Jesse Marsch. It’s 
a Premier League session that focuses on counter-
pressing, which is an essential aspect of the Leeds 
game model.

Next up we have a session written for us by Northern 
Ireland manager Ian Baraclough. It’s a realistic passing 
drill that will allow teams to work on various attacking 
situations that can arise in the final third.

Pete Wild is the current manager of League Two 
side Barrow AFC and he has shared some training 
activities that focus on controlling possession 
through the midfield. It’s a session that shows players 
how they can create patterns of play centrally to 
dictate the flow of the game.

Johnathan McKinstry is a manager with plenty of 
international experience, having coached the national 

teams of both Rwanda and Uganda. In this issue he 
shares a session that works on creativity, movement 
and decision making in the final third of the pitch. 

A former manager of Rangers Women, Gregory 
Vignal is currently development coach of Dundee’s 

U23s and this month he has penned a session that 
will teach players how to defend in the danger zones 
around the 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 series of 
activities shared by Leeds United’s 
American coach, Jesse Marsch”
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After a playing career that saw him represent 
DC United, Chicago Fire and Chivas USA, Jesse 
Marsch turned to coaching when he was hired 
as an assistant to his former college and club 
coach Bob Bradley with the United States men’s 
national team.

After one season as the head coach of 
Montreal Impact, a newly established Major 
League Soccer team, Marsch was named head 
coach of New York Red Bulls in 2015. In his first 
season at the helm, he led New York to the 
MLS Supporters’ Shield (the champions of the 
regular season) with a club record of 18 league 
victories and 60 points and he was named the 
MLS Coach of the Year. By the time he left the 
club, Marsch was the coach with the most wins 
in the club’s history.

Moving to Austria in 2019 to take on the 
challenge of managing Red Bull Salzburg, in 
his two seasons in charge he led the club to 
the league and cup double in consecutive 
campaigns.

After a spell in the German Bundesliga as 
the head coach of RB Leipzig, Marsch was 
appointed as manager of Leeds United in 
February 2022 and he helped the club to avoid 
relegation from the Premier League on the last 
day of the season.

MANAGER PROFILE 

JESSE MARSCH 
LEEDS UNITED

“The reaction and hunger 
to win the ball immediately 
after we have lost possession 
is paramount to our idea of 
commanding the game”

SESSION 

COUNTER-PRESSING
This session is focused on our ability 
to counter-press. This is an essential 
behaviour in our game model and it is 
independent of formations. We have 
some element of counter-pressing in 
almost everything we do on the pitch. 

The reaction and hunger to win the 
ball immediately after we have lost 
possession is paramount to our idea of 
commanding the game. It is the reason 
that we include it with every element 
of training. In this manner, no doubt, it 
becomes a big part of our identity at 
Leeds United.

As mentioned, the behaviours are 
very important – however, the correct 
tactical positioning of our team is also 
essential. For this tactical theme we use 
the vocabulary term of “the net”. We 
create the visual of the net by drawing 
triangles between our players so they 
can envision their distances from each 
other on the pitch. 

Ideally, we like our players to be 
distanced about 10-15 yards from each 
other at all times. We believe that is 
enough distance to manipulate the 
ball, our movement, and the opponent 
to create advantages in possession. 
However, more importantly, we believe it 
is the ideal spacing for counter-pressing 
when we lose the ball. If we are too 
compact, it is difficult to unbalance the 
opponent with the ball, and if we are 
too expansive, it is difficult to attack the 
ball once it has been lost.

This training session, like many we 
have, starts in smaller spaces to work 
on the behaviours of counter-pressing 
and progresses to bigger spaces 
where we incorporate more tactical 
comprehensions. The methodology is 
to enforce the technical aspects and 
reactions of counter-pressing and then 
to apply them to the tactical outlook.

4
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We have over one hundred rondos that emphasise 
counter-pressing. Here is one that is a favourite of 
mine, partially because it does not require a lot of 
loading and it precisely emphasises the behaviours. 

We set up a playing area of 12x10 yards. We’re using 
11 outfield players split into a red passing team of 
eight and a blue pressing team of three.

Play starts and restarts with the coach serving a ball 

RONDO 8v3

[1a]

JESSE MARSCH
COUNTER-PRESSING

into the red possession team, who proceed to pass it 
between themselves. The three blues try to win the 
ball by pressing from the centre of the playing area 
with the object of winning it and knocking it out of the 
grid. However, the three blues must take a minimum 
of two touches before being able to clear the ball or 
they remain in the middle, as shown [1a]. This is to 
allow the reds time to counter-press.

Area:  
Up to two thirds of pitch
Equipment:  
Ball, bibs, cones,  
2 full size goals
Number of Players:  
Up to 19 players  
+ 2 goalkeepers

Session time:  
Rondo 8v3: 15mins
Counter-pressing 11v8:  
20 mins
Counter-pressing 11v10:  
20 mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Play starts and 
restarts with the 
coach serving a 
ball into the red 
possession team

The three blues 
press from the 
centre and try to 
clear the ball out of 
the grid if they can

The pressers 
must have a 
minimum of 
two touches 
on winning the 
ball before 
being able to 
clear it or they 
remain in the 
middle

1

2

3
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“When losing the ball, the reds should react immediately and try 
to win it back and initiate and retain possession once again”

[1b]

JESSE MARSCH 
COUNTER-PRESSING

When losing the ball, the reds should react 
immediately and try to win it back and initiate and 
retain possession once again, as shown [1b]. 

If the three blue pressing players win possession 
they must decide whether they can clear the ball or 

pass it. If they are able to string three consecutive 
passes together between all three of them after 
winning possession, they should switch roles with 
the last three red players to touch the ball before 
possession was lost.

1a

1b

2b

3

2a

10

12

10

12

Play always 
restarts with a 
ball from the 
coach to the 
red possession 
team 

If the three blue pressers win 
possession they must decide 
whether they can clear the ball or 
pass it. If they string three passes 
together, they must switch roles 
with the last three red players to 
touch the ball

When losing 
the ball, 
the reds 
should react 
immediately 
and try to 
win it back 
by counter-
pressing

1

3

2
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JESSE MARSCH 
COUNTER-PRESSING

COUNTER-PRESSING 11v8

[2a]

“If the reds string eight consecutive passes together,  
they are free to attack the opposition goal”

We set up a playing area of 70x55 yards as shown, with 
a full size goal at each end. We’re using 17 outfield 
players and two goalkeepers, split into a blue pressing 
team of eight set up in a GK-3-1-3 formation and a red 
possession team of 11 set up in a GK-4-2-3-1 formation.

Play always starts with a pass out from the red 
team’s goalkeeper and they build-up from the back 

under pressure from the blues, who can press as soon 
as the first pass from the goalkeeper has been played.

If the reds string eight consecutive passes together, 
they are free to attack the opposition’s goal but until 
then they are only allowed to keep possession. 

If the blues win the ball, they are free to attack the 
opposition’s goal as well, as shown [2a].

Play starts with a pass out from 
the red team’s goalkeeper and the 
reds build-up from the back 

The blues can 
press as soon 
as the first 
pass from the 
goalkeeper has 
been played

The reds must 
make eight 
consecutive 
passes before 
they are free 
to attack the 
opposition goal

1

2

3
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JESSE MARSCH 
COUNTER-PRESSING

[2b]

“The reds must counter-press 
immediately and try to win the  
ball back within five seconds”

If the reds lose the ball, they must counter-press 
immediately from all directions and try to win the ball 
back within five seconds – this is the most important 
part of the activity. Once they win the ball back, 
they no longer have a pass restriction and are free to 
attack the opposition goal, as shown [2b].

Play always restarts from 
the red team’s goalkeeper

If the blues win the ball, 
they are free to attack the 
opposition goal

If the reds lose 
possession, 
they must 
counter-press 
immediately 
from all 
directions 
and try to win 
the ball back 
within five 
seconds

Once the reds 
win the ball 
back through 
counter-
pressing, they 
no longer 
have a pass 
restriction 
and are free 
to attack the 
opposition goal

2

1

3

4
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2b

3

2a
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COUNTER-PRESSING 11v10

[3]

JESSE MARSCH 
COUNTER-PRESSING

We set up a playing area of 90x75 yards with a goal at 
each end, as shown. We’re using 19 outfield players 
and two goalkeepers, split into a red possession team 
of 11 and a blue pressing team of 10. 

Play starts with a pass out from the goalkeeper of 
the reds and the team must try to build play from 
the back, as shown [3a]. The blues are set up in the 
formation used by our upcoming opponents and they 
immediately press the ball once the red goalkeeper 

has made the first pass. We play a normal game, but 
the reds must be encouraged to counter-press as a 
team as soon as possession is lost.

Both teams are on unlimited touches and normal 
game rules apply, including throw-ins and offsides. We 
would change which opposition player to remove from 
the blue team depending on exactly what we are trying 
to achieve from a match plan perspective – usually we 
would remove either a defensive midfielder or a striker.

Play starts with a pass out from 
the red team’s goalkeeper and the 
team build play from the back 

The blues 
immediately 
press the ball 
once the red 
goalkeeper has 
started play

The reds 
should 
counter-press 
as soon as 
possession is 
lost and should 
try to win the 
ball back as 
quickly as 
possible

1

2

3
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Before turning to management, Ian Baraclough 
played as a defender for Leicester City, Grimsby 
Town, Lincoln City, Mansfield Town, Notts 
County, QPR and Scunthorpe United. 

Having been a part of Scunthorpe’s coaching 
staff after hanging up his boots, he went on 
to manage the club between 2010 and 2011. 
He was subsequently appointed as manager 
of Sligo Rovers and in his two years with the 
League of Ireland Premier Division side his 
team won the league title, the FAI Cup and the 
Setanta Sports Cup. 

After serving as manager of Motherwell in the 
Scottish Premiership, Baraclough enjoyed a short 
spell as assistant manager of English League 
One club Oldham Athletic before becoming 
manager of Northern Ireland U21s in May 2017.

After a successful spell with the U21s, he was 
appointed as manager of the senior Northern 
Ireland national team in June 2020.

MANAGER PROFILE 

IAN BARACLOUGH 
NORTHERN IRELAND

“This session allows me to give 
important information to the 
team, to the various units, or 
to individuals to reinforce key 
messages about team play”

SESSION 

ATTACKING PLAY 
AS A TEAM
This is a realistic passing session that 
allows the team to work on various 
situations that may arise during a game 
by recreating the opposition using 
mannequins. We use this with the 
Northern Ireland squad mainly after a 
warm-up due to the time restrictions 
we have to work with players in the lead 
up to international fixtures.

In this session players are asked 
to be as realistic as possible with 
their movements on and off the ball. 
Mannequins are used as a guide to 
how the opponents may set up in an 
upcoming game. We generally use 
more than 10 opposition mannequins 
in order to create plenty of opposition 
defenders. Players are asked to use their 
imagination to recreate and picture a 
match situation wherever they are on 
the pitch.

I would run this session at least once 
in the build-up to a game but I’m not 
afraid to repeat it if necessary, as it 
allows me to give important information 
to the team, to the various units, or to 
individuals to reinforce key messages 
about team play. We can run this 
using any formation and against any 
opposition formation. In my opinion this 
session can be recreated with any age 
group and any standard of player.

10

ON THE ELITE SOCCER WEBSITE
Check out these training sessions by Ian 
Baraclough on the Elite Soccer website
 Midfield rotation, forward play
 Switching play to attack

https://elitesoccercoaching.net/coach/ian-baraclough
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1a

1b

2a

2b

We set up on three quarters of a pitch with a full 
size goal and goalkeeper at one end. We position 11 
mannequins as shown to represent the opposition. 

We’re using 20 outfield players split into two teams 
of 10. The reds are set up in a 3-5-2 formation and the 
blues are set up in a 4-3-3 formation. Both teams are 
attacking the same goal, one attack after the other.

UNOPPOSED TEAM BUILD-UP PLAY

[1a]

IAN BARACLOUGH
ATTACKING PLAY 
AS A TEAM

The coach starts play by serving the ball to the red 
team who build up play using their back three. They 
aim to play the ball forward towards the final third 
by passing around and beyond the mannequins. The 
red team should try to produce a finish on goal with 
players making well-timed runs to attack the box, as 
shown [1a].

Area:  
Up to full pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 
mannequins,  
1 full size goal

Number of Players:  
Up to 20 players  
+ 3 goalkeepers 
Session time:  
Unopposed team build-up 
play: 15mins
Team finishing practice: 
15mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

The coach starts play by serving the ball to the 
red team, who are set up in a 3-5-2 formation

The reds build 
up play using 
their back 
three to launch 
an unopposed 
attack

The reds 
play forward 
towards the 
final third by 
passing around 
and beyond the 
mannequins

The red team should try to produce 
a finish on goal with players making 
well-timed runs to attack the box

4

1

2

3
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1a

1b

2a

2b

“The play should build into match tempo where the movement of the ball 
and the off-the-ball movement of the players is of a good standard”

[1b]

IAN BARACLOUGH 
ATTACKING PLAY AS A TEAM

As the finish is taking place by the red team, the 
coach plays a new ball into the blue team who 
build up play from the back. They produce attacking 
combination play to move forwards and through the 
pitch within their 4-3-3 shape. Their aim is also to 
create a goal scoring opportunity once in and around 
the penalty box, as shown [1b].

We try to make sure that as many players as 
possible get a touch of the ball during the build-up. 
To help this happen, we can add a condition that even 
when the team has made it into the final third, they 

cannot try to score until the coach has blown the 
whistle. When the whistle has been blown, the team 
has 10 seconds to create a realistic chance on goal via 
a pass, a dribble or a cross.

The play should build into match tempo where the 
movement of the ball and the off-the-ball movement 
of the players is of a good standard.

Any size playing area can be used up to full pitch, 
depending on whether we want to rehearse building 
up play from the goalkeeper or just condense the play 
into the opposition’s half.

As soon as the red attack is dead, the 
coach plays a new ball into the blue 
team who build up play from the back

The blues set 
up in a 4-3-3 
formation and 
they produce 
attacking 
combination 
play to move 
the ball up the 
pitch

The blues try to 
create a goal scoring 
opportunity once in or 
around the penalty box

1

2

3
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1a

1b

2a

2b

IAN BARACLOUGH 
ATTACKING PLAY AS A TEAM

TEAM FINISHING PRACTICE

[2a]

We set up on the final third of the pitch with a goal 
and a goalkeeper at one end. Two more keepers are 
positioned as servers on the byline with one on each 
side of the goal. Mannequins are positioned outside the 
penalty area as shown.

This is a team finishing practice made up of three 
attacking phases in the final third, with three different 
types of finish taking place one after the other in sequence.

Attack A: The three reds on the edge of the penalty 
area attack centrally using combination play to create 
a shot on goal, as shown [2a].

Attack B: The three blues on the left wing combine 
and cross, creating a finishing opportunity for one of 
the reds, as shown [2b]. A wide blue player on the 
opposite side of the pitch makes a back post run to 
support the attack and finishes if the cross is deep.

Attack A is launched 
by one of the three 
reds on the edge of 
the penalty area

The three reds use 
combination play 
to attack centrally 
culminating in a 
shot on goal

1

2
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[2b]

IAN BARACLOUGH 
ATTACKING PLAY AS A TEAM

Attack C: The third and final ball is played in from 
one of the goalkeepers on the byline for a first time 
finish by one of the reds from the edge of the penalty 
area, as shown [2b]. 

We can rotate extra players in as needed and we 
alternate running the attacks on different sides of 
the pitch.

In this training activity, we are always looking for 
players to be realistic with their movements and 
with their passing and receiving skills, so constant 
reminders from the coaches are important to 

reinforce these messages to the players.
Each of the three phases of the activity are 

realistic to what happens in a game. Because we are 
asking the players to make quick decisions one after 
another, it will successfully test their reactions, their 
concentration levels and their passing, receiving, 
crossing and finishing techniques. The reactions of  
the goalkeepers are also tested in all three phases.

We can progress this activity by introducing a 
defender, either to be passive in all three phases  
or to actively defend against the crosses and shots.

1a

1b

2a

2b

“We are always looking for players to be realistic with their  
movements and with their passing and receiving skills”

As soon as 
Attack A is 
dead, the blues 
on the left 
wing launch 
Attack B by 
combining 
to create 
a crossing 
opportunity

One of the reds makes 
a run to meet the cross 
and finishes Attack B

A wide blue on 
the opposite 
side of the 
pitch makes 
a back post 
run to support 
Attack B

As soon as Attack B is 
dead, Attack C is launched 
with a ball played into the 
penalty area by one of the 
goalkeepers on the byline

A red makes a well-timed run to finish 
Attack C with a first-time shot from 
the edge of the penalty area

5

4

1

2

3
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Pete Wild played amateur football before taking 
up coaching at the age of 18. After working for 
Oldham Athletic for 10 years, including a spell 
as their interim academy manager, Wild was 
appointed as caretaker manager of the League 
Two club in December 2018.

He led Oldham to a celebrated victory over 
Premier League Fulham in the third round of 
the FA Cup and won four of the eight games he 
oversaw before the appointment of Paul Scholes.

After the departure of Scholes the following 
month, Wild was appointed as manager on a 
contract until the end of the season. He won 
four and drew two of his nine matches in charge, 
but left the club at the end of his contract.

In July 2019, Wild became the manager of 
National League Premier side Halifax Town and 
led the team to a sixth-place finish and to the 
quarter-finals of the National League play-offs. 
He left the club in May 2022 and was appointed 
the manager of League Two club Barrow.

MANAGER PROFILE 

PETE WILD 
BARROW AFC

“This session shows players 
how they can create patterns 
of play centrally to control and 
dictate the flow of a game”

SESSION 

PLAYING THROUGH 
CENTRAL AREAS
This session is about controlling 
possession through the midfield using 
central midfielders. I have chosen 
this session as it really shows players 
how they can create patterns of play 
centrally to control and dictate the flow 
of a game. It also shows players how 
they can create space for themselves 
and their team mates. 

In all this play, bravery is the key. We 
want our players to pick up pockets of 
space to give their markers a decision 
to make: do they go tight or do they 
protect the passing lanes?

We would spend two days a week on 
in-possession practices. We like to start 
with slow deliberate practices so the 
patterns stick in the players’ minds. 
However, we are not prescriptive on 
which patterns to use, so we will paint 
multiple pictures and scenarios so the 
players can chose exactly which one is 
required at the time. 

15

ON THE ELITE SOCCER WEBSITE
Check out these training sessions by Pete Wild 
on the Elite Soccer website
 Pressing to win

https://elitesoccercoaching.net/coach/pete-wild/


1616

1a 2

31b
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16

28
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We set up a playing area of 28x16 yards. We’re using 
11 outfield players split into a red possession team of 
four, a blue pressing team of four and yellow neutral 
team of three. Two neutrals are positioned at opposite 
ends of the playing area and the third is in the centre.

The red players aim to pass the ball and keep 
possession with the help of the three yellow neutrals, 
who always play for the team in possession. This 
creates a 7v4 overload situation. 

POSSESSION PRACTICE

[1a]

PETE WILD
PLAYING THROUGH  
CENTRAL AREAS

The four blues are pressing from inside to the 
outside with the aim of winning the ball back. The 
red team in possession aims to play using the least 
amount of touches that they need to keep the ball 
moving and make the blue team chase, as shown [1a].

When there is a turnover of possession and the blue 
pressing team wins the ball back, the two teams of 
four must switch roles as quickly as possible. The 
blues immediately become the new possession team 

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

Session time:  
Possession practice: 
15mins
Technical practice: 15mins
Full pitch practice: 18mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

The four red 
players aim 
to pass the 
ball and keep 
possession

The three yellow neutrals always 
play for the team on the ball, giving 
the possession team a 7v4 overload

The four blues 
press from the 
middle of the 
playing area 
to the outside 
with the aim 
of winning the 
ball back

1

2

3
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“As with any possession topic, players will turn over the ball 
quite often until a mutual understanding is developed”

[1b]

PETE WILD 
PLAYING THROUGH CENTRAL AREAS

and they aim to pass to a yellow neutral player at 
the earliest opportunity, before moving to their new 
positions in the outer part of the playing area. The 
four reds must now transition to defend and press the 
ball from the inside of the area, as shown [1b]. 

As with any possession topic, players will turn over 
the ball quite often until a mutual understanding 
is developed. Players will frequently use the wrong 

types of passes – either passing too hard, too soft, 
or they will fail to pass to the safe side. The way a 
player receives the ball should be based on the kind 
of pressure applied by the opponent, so we would 
encourage the possession players to use the correct 
kind of passing for the situation.

We play three blocks of four minutes with one 
minute’s rest in between each block.

1a 2

31b

16

28

16

28

15

30

When there 
is a turnover 
of possession 
and the blue 
pressing team 
wins the ball, 
the two teams 
of four must 
switch roles 

The blues must 
quickly pass 
to a yellow 
neutral player 
and move 
to the outer 
areas of the 
box to become 
the new 
possession 
team

The four reds 
must now 
transition to 
defend and 
move to the 
centre of the 
playing area, 
from where they 
press the ball

1

2

3
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PETE WILD 
PLAYING THROUGH CENTRAL AREAS

TECHNICAL PRACTICE

[2]

We set up a playing area of 30x15 yards. We’re using 
six outfield players split into two groups of three, with 
five mannequins positioned as shown. The players 
pass and move in a triangle on each side of the grid. 
Each group has a ball and each player moves to the 
next mannequin after playing their pass. 

The top red player passes to the middle red player 
and follows the pass to the middle. The middle red 
player opens up on the back foot and plays a one-two 
combination with the bottom red player, making a run 
to receive the return ball. The bottom red dribbles 
the ball back to the start point at the top to finish the 

circuit and they wait until the blues have taken a turn.
After the reds have had a go on the left sided 

triangle, the blues have their turn on the right. The 
blues perform a different variation of the movement. 
This time the top blue player starts and passes to the 
middle blue, receiving the ball back first time before 
making a long pass through to the bottom blue player 
and running to the centre. The bottom blue receives 
the ball and dribbles back to the starting point at the 
top, as shown [2]. 

We play three blocks of four minutes with one 
minute’s rest in between each block.

Each player moves to the 
next mannequin after 
playing their pass

The players 
pass and move 
in a triangle 
on each side 
of the grid. 
The reds go 
first and the 
starting player 
passes to the 
centre

When the reds 
have dribbled 
the ball back 
to the starting 
point, the 
circuit is 
complete

Once the 
red circuit 
has been 
completed, 
the blues take 
their turn. The 
starting player 
begins by 
playing a one-
two with the 
centre blue

4

2

1

3
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28

16

28

15
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“The red goalkeeper starts the 
game by playing a long ball into the 
centre forward. Then the two teams 
play a normal 11v11 free-play game 
with the focus on team structure”

FULL PITCH PRACTICE

[3]

PETE WILD 
PLAYING THROUGH CENTRAL AREAS

We set up on a full 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-3-4-3 formation.

The red goalkeeper starts the game by playing a long 
ball into the centre forward. Then the two teams play 
a normal 11v11 free-play game with the focus on team 
structure and maintaining position.

We play three blocks of five minutes with one 
minute’s rest in between each block.

The red 
goalkeeper 
starts the game 
by playing a 
long ball into 
the centre 
forward. Both 
teams are set 
up in a 3-4-3 
formation.

The two teams 
play a normal 
11v11 free-play 
game with the 
focus on team 
structure and 
maintaining 
position

1

2
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Johnathan McKinstry’s early coaching career 
was focused on elite youth development through 
roles with Newcastle United, New York Red Bulls 
and the Craig Bellamy Foundation, but he moved 
into senior professional football when he was 
appointed manager of Sierra Leone’s national 
football team in 2013.

At just 27 years old, he was the youngest 
international manager in world football at the 
time and he led the team to their highest ever 
FIFA World Ranking position. 

He has subsequently served as manager of 
Rwanda’s national football team, Lithuanian 
top flight club Kauno Zalgiris, and Bangladesh 
Football Premier League team Saif SC.

Most recently Johnathan McKinstry was the 
head coach of Uganda’s national football team. 
He spent just under 18 months in the role before 
departing in April 2019 and his successes in the 
job included guiding Uganda to victory in the 
2019 CECAFA Cup.

MANAGER PROFILE 

JOHNATHAN 
McKINSTRY 
LMA AMBASSADOR

“This session seeks to recreate 
realistic game scenarios where 
players will be challenged to 
utilise their individual and 
group abilities to create goal 
scoring chances”

SESSION 

CREATIVITY AND 
DECISION MAKING 
AROUND THE BOX
Often we will see teams willing and 
able to move the ball with purpose 
when building play through the first 
and middle thirds of the pitch, only 
to struggle and become somewhat 
one-dimensional in their play as they 
approach the opposition’s penalty box. 

This session seeks to recreate realistic 
game scenarios where players will be 
challenged to utilise their individual and 
group abilities to create and convert goal 
scoring chances in the final third. This 
will include 1v1 situations, overloads, 
shooting in and around the penalty box, 
crossing and timing of movements.

Throughout each stage of the session, 
players will constantly be engaged in 
1v1 scenarios, whilst also being provided 
with opportunities to make decisions 
that if made correctly will create 
overloads in different parts of the pitch. 

The session will aid the players in 
their appreciation of balance across 
the vertical channels of the pitch and 
the impact this can have on the space 
available to them, whilst also providing 
opportunities to work on the timing 
of their movements to maximise their 
attacking impact at key moments. 

There will also be the opportunity 
to consider how and why they may 
rotate positions with other players to 
further enhance their advantage in the 
attacking areas of the pitch.

20
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We set up a playing area double the size of the penalty 
box, with a goal and a goalkeeper at each end and 
with a central channel and two wide channels marked 
as shown. We’re using eight outfield players split into 
two teams of four. Each team has two centre forwards 
who start in the central channel and two wide 
attackers, one of whom starts in each wide channel.

Play begins with a pass out from a goalkeeper 
and players look to build play and score. However, 
the players may only change channels under the 
following criteria. Firstly, a centre forward and a wide 
forward can switch so the balance across channels 
is maintained. And secondly, a player may move 

ATTACK WITH OVERLOADS

[1]

JOHNATHAN McKINSTRY
CREATIVITY AND  
DECISION MAKING  
AROUND THE BOX

into another channel to create an overload, however 
they must always be on the move and they are not 
permitted to stay in the new channel. For example, 
the centre forward can make overlaps or underlaps 
in the wide channel, and the wide forward can make 
runs into the central channel to attack a cross.

We want to see players recognising the chances to 
use “give and goes” around opponents so they can 
exploit space in behind and make well-timed runs to 
create overloads. 

Players should quickly take the opportunity to shoot 
when the chance arises because they won’t get lots of 
time on the ball this close to goal. Players should also 
be alert to rebounds, as shown [1].

We play for eight minutes. Players should reset to 
their original channels on each restart.

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

Session time:  
Attack with overloads: 
8mins
Progression with attacking 
full backs: 8mins
Half pitch progression: 
10mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Play begins 
with a pass 
out from a 
goalkeeper. 
The aim is to 
build play to 
create a goal 
scoring chance

Players can 
only move 
into another 
channel to 
create a 
temporary 
overload but 
they must 
always be on 
the move. Here 
the striker 
creates a 2v1 
overload in the 
wide channel

Players should shoot quickly when the 
chance arises as they won’t get lots of 
time on the ball this close to goal

Players should 
also be alert to 
rebounds

4

1

2

3
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PROGRESSION WITH ATTACKING FULL BACKS

[2]

JOHNATHAN McKINSTRY
CREATIVITY AND DECISION MAKING AROUND THE BOX

We widen the playing area to create additional external 
channels on each flank and we place a “transition 
pole” at each end of these new outside wide channels. 
Four players are added, with each team receiving two 
full backs – one for each external wide channel. Each 
team now has a front four and two full backs.

Play again starts with a pass out from the keeper 
and once the ball is live, players can move channels 
but balance must be maintained wherever possible. 
Players can switch channels or move into another 
channel to create an overload.

The aim is to create a goal scoring opportunity 
preferably using an attack from either the internal 
or external wide channels, with wide forwards and 
overlapping full backs unbalancing opponents and 
creating space to be exploited, as shown [2]. 

Whereas in the previous phase, the wide forwards 
often attacked the back post, in this progression it 
is now possible for the wide forward to occasionally 
attack the near post and drag opponents away from 
the back post area, clearing space for the full back on 
that side to attack the box. If the wide forwards and 
full backs are providing near and far post options, the 
strikers should consider attacking the space on the 
penalty spot and on the edge of the box.

After an attack is dead, play restarts from the keeper 
and now goes in the other direction. Following the end 
of each attack, the full back in the channel that the 
attack was launched from, must make a run to touch the 
transition pole before being allowed to re-join play as a 
recovering full back to defend against the opposition.

We play for eight minutes.

1

2

3
HALF PITCH PROGRESSION
We extend the playing area to half a pitch by adding a 
midfield zone and using the full width. The “transition 
poles” are now positioned at the sides of the pitch 
approximately 15 yards from the corners, as shown [3]. 
We add two players to each team. These can either be 
central midfielders or central defenders, depending 

on who the coach wishes to work with regarding pass 
selection and support positioning underneath the play.

Play starts with a pass out from the goalkeeper and 
play builds with the aim of creating a goal scoring chance. 
Teams should look to maintain horizontal balance during 
the build-up, with no more than two players in any single 

Play starts with a pass 
out from the keeper 
and once the ball is 
live, players can switch 
channels but balance 
must be maintained

The aim is to 
score using 
an attack 
from either 
the internal 
or external 
wide channels, 
with wide 
forwards and 
overlapping 
full backs 
unbalancing 
opponents to 
create space 
to be exploited

When the ball 
is dead, the 
full back that 
launched the 
attack must 
make a run 
to touch the 
transition 
pole before 
re-joining play 
as a recovering 
full back to 
defend

1

2

3
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JOHNATHAN McKINSTRY
CREATIVITY AND DECISION MAKING AROUND THE BOX

[3]

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
We want players to demonstrate good spatial 
awareness, as this is key to maximising the space 
on the pitch. We want to see players scanning and 
thinking of how to create space through initial 
movement, as well as recognising gaps they can use 
on the move to create goal scoring opportunities

The timing of their movement is very important. If 
a player goes too early, he will simply close off space 
and force his team to either play into congested 
areas or to recycle the ball and start again.

We also want players to show they have the 
ability to play with intensity at key moments of 
the attack. Gaps in the opposition defence will 
be created, and then covered by defenders very 
quickly. Therefore it is important that these gaps 
are exploited with intensity by both ball carrier and 
those players running into space to receive.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
If the defending team has been able to organise 
themselves in front of their goal, it is easy for the 
attacking team to fall into the pattern of passing 
sideways without any real penetration. If the 
attackers recycle the ball it is vital for players to 
continue to look for opportunities to penetrate. 

Players should make forwards runs to both drag 
opponents out of position and provide forward 
passing options for the ball carrier. Without 
forward runs it is hard to create quality attacking 
opportunities.

How would I put this in a game situation?
The session naturally progresses into a small-
sided game played on a half pitch as shown. This 
can be extended further into full pitch work in 
an 11v11 scenario. Continued used of the vertical 
channels marked on the field will assist players in 
maintaining balance and in their selection of runs.

internal or external wide channel at the same time. At the 
point of a key pass into the box from the wide channels, 
such balance will end due to “on the move” runs by 
players to create overloads in the penalty area.

We want to see quick one-touch play in and around 
the edge of the box, combined with third man runs to 

exploit the space behind opponents. 
Following the end of the attack, the full back in 

the channel where the attack was executed must 
touch the transition pole before re-joining play as a 
recovering full back.

We play this progression for 10 minutes.

Play starts with a pass 
from the keeper and play 
builds with the aim of 
creating a scoring chance 

Teams should look to 
maintain horizontal 
balance during the 
build-up, with no more 
than two players in 
any single internal or 
external wide channel 
at the same time

At the point of a key pass into the box from 
the wide channels, such balance will end due 
to runs to create overloads in the penalty box

When the attack is dead, 
the full back in the 
channel where the attack 
was launched must 
run to the transition 
pole before re-joining 
play as a recovering 
defender trying to stop 
an opposition attack

4

1

2

3
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A former left back and midfielder, Frenchman 
Gregory Vignal played in the top division in five 
European countries – England, France, Spain, 
Scotland and Greece – and in the second tier 
in a sixth, Germany. The teams he played for 
include Liverpool, Rangers, Lens, Southampton 
and Espanyol.

After calling time on his playing career, Vignal 
turned to coaching and enjoyed a period working 
at Rangers with their youth academy teams. 
He also served as the head coach of the club’s 
senior women’s team and as a scout for the 
men’s first team. He left Rangers in 2020 for a 
spell as head coach of Olympique Marseille’s 
academy, but returned to Scotland in July 2021, 
when he was appointed development coach of 
Dundee’s U18-U23 teams.

COACH PROFILE 

GREGORY VIGNAL 
DUNDEE U23s

“This session will teach players 
to read the game and to 
better recognise the danger 
signs when opponents are in 
possession”

SESSION 

DEFENDING THE 
DANGER ZONES
This training session is an individual 
development practice focusing on 
centre backs defending in and around 
the penalty area. It schools players in 
how to successfully defend our danger 
zones and it will allow them to rehearse 
winning the ball and being strong in the 
challenge. It will also teach players to 
read the game and to better recognise 
the danger signs when opponents are in 
possession.

We work with the players on the 
game, the ball, the body and the mind, 
improving their body shape, their ability 
to communicate, the speed of their 
reactions, and we also use the session 
to teach them everything they need to 
know to perform at the highest level.

We would run this session once a week 
and we would practise it in the rain, 
the sun or the wind, just to make sure 
that players will be ready to perform 
on match day regardless of the weather 
conditions. 

We do this to instil a “no excuse” 
mentality into the players.

24
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We set up on half a pitch with a full size goal and a 
goalkeeper at one end and two mini target goals at the 
other end. A pair of mannequins representing strikers 
are positioned at the edge of the six yard box and two 
more are positioned just outside the penalty area.

We’re using nine outfield players, split into seven 
blue attackers who start on cones as shown and two 
red defenders who start at the edge of the penalty 
area behind the mannequins.

DEFENDING DRILL

[1a]

GREGORY VIGNAL
DEFENDING THE  
DANGER ZONES

The practice involves four phases. The first phase 
starts with a ball played from the defending team’s 
goalkeeper to a blue opposition player positioned 
beyond the halfway line. The receiving blue plays a ball 
forwards towards one of the striker mannequins and the 
nearest red centre back steps in front of the mannequin 
to clear and defend the ball effectively in the danger 
zone. The other red centre back shifts over and covers 
the defender who is attacking the ball, as shown [1a].

Area:  
Half pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
4 mannequins, 2 mini 
goals, 1 full size goal

Number of Players:  
9 players + 1 goalkeeper
Session time:  
Total session: 30mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 
Play starts with a ball played from the 
defending team’s keeper to a blue opposition 
player positioned beyond the halfway line 

The receiving blue attacker plays a ball forwards 
towards one of the striker mannequins 

The nearest 
red centre 
back steps in 
front of the 
mannequin 
to clear and 
defend the 
ball effectively 
in the danger 
zone

The other 
centre back 
shifts over 
and covers the 
centre back 
who is attacking 
the ball

4

1

2

3
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[1b]

[1c]

GREGORY VIGNAL 
DEFENDING THE DANGER ZONES

After the red centre back has cleared the first ball, 
the red pair drop back into the penalty area for the 
second phase. Here one of them defends and clears 
a cross aimed towards the striker mannequin at the 
near post by one of the two blue wide players who 
have combined to create a crossing opportunity, as 

shown [1b]. The other centre back also takes up an 
effective defending position in the six yard box. 

In the third phase of the activity, the red pair defend 
a diagonal ball played into the penalty box from the 
blue wide players on the opposite side of the pitch. 
The centre back aims to clear the ball, as shown [1c] 

After the red 
centre back 
has cleared the 
first ball, the 
red pair drop 
back into the 
penalty area

The wide blue 
players swings 
a cross into 
the penalty 
area from the 
opposite side 
of the pitch

The two blue 
wide players 
combine to 
cross the 
ball towards 
the striker 
mannequin at 
the near post

The centre back 
steps in front of 
the mannequin 
to clear the ball 
and then pushes 
up the pitch

One of the red centre backs 
defends and clears the cross

The other centre back 
also pushes up the 
pitch at the same time

The other 
centre back 
takes up an 
effective 
defending 
position in the 
six yard box

4

1

1

2

2

3

3
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GREGORY VIGNAL 
DEFENDING THE DANGER ZONES

[1d]

COACHING POINTS
How do I progress the session?
We would progress this training session by replacing 
the mannequins with two active blue strikers who 
can make the attacks more realistic and who offer 
the defenders more of a challenge. This gives the 
defenders the opportunity to go 1v1 with the strikers 
and allows them to defend in the air under pressure 
or against attacking runs made by the strikers. 

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
If the defenders are struggling to clear the ball  
or are using the wrong body shape, we could show 
them what to do afterwards in a video analysis 
session or we could stop the activity to explain 
what the players should do and what we want  
from them regarding the game.

and then pushes up the pitch. The other centre back 
also pushes up the pitch at the same time.

The fourth and final ball of the round is played into 
the danger zone outside the penalty area by the blue 
attacker who is positioned between the two mini 
goals. The other red centre back now steps in front of 
the striker mannequin to intercept the ball and then 
aims to launch a counter-attack against the opposition 
by playing a line breaking pass into one of the mini 

goals directly in front of them, as shown [1d].
We would run this activity with three extra players 

– two red full backs and another goalkeeper – waiting 
behind the goal for their turn to rotate in. We do this 
because we wouldn’t just rehearse this with central 
defenders, we would work a central defender paired 
with a full back as well, with the right-sided defenders 
working together first and then the left-sided 
defenders working together as a pair afterwards.

The blue attacker positioned between the 
two mini goals plays the fourth and final ball 
into the danger zone outside the penalty area

The other 
centre back 
steps in front 
of the striker 
mannequin 
to intercept 
and then aims 
to play a line 
breaking pass 
into one of the 
mini goals

1

2
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On game day, attention is a silent yet powerful 
mediator of outcome. It’s a strong determinant of 
the way awareness, anticipation and decision making 
mediate game scenarios, and thus underpins technical 
and tactical execution. One player distracted at the 
wrong time can lead to 11 players defeated. Attention 
is quite important.

But game-day attention isn’t what I want to focus on 
here. Instead, I want to point you towards the training 
ground rather than the match day pitch, because 
attention is a vital cognitive process in training. Attention 
can heavily influence a player’s capacity to learn – in 
fact, players won’t learn unless they’re paying attention.

Here’s a bold statement but one I promote – it’s 
too simplistic to assume that players will be fully 
engaged in your daily sessions. Unfortunately, the 
onus is on you, the coach, to help maximize the 
player learning experience (which isn’t to suggest 
there isn’t any responsibility on the player). So, it’s to 
your advantage to have some handy coaching tools 
that help you to help your players pay attention to 
the information you’d like them to learn for the next 
game (and beyond).

Firstly, an explanation of the science. Attention 
is driven by neurochemicals called catecholamines 
– specifically by dopamine and norepinephrine. The 
release of dopamine helps raise the interest levels of 
players, while the release of norepinephrine increases 
player alertness. For an optimal learning experience, 
it stands to reason that we want players to be 
interested and alert. 

So how can you inject plentiful doses of dopamine 
and norepinephrine between the brain cells of your 
players? Dopamine will be released when players are 
in what psychologists call a “towards” state – where 
players are open, curious, goal-focused, and are 
seeking to learn something new. 

For them to experience this state, the information 
you want them to learn has to feel relevant and 
meaningful to them – something they value. Perhaps 
important here is for a coach to avoid assuming that 
players enter the training arena motivated to learn 
what you have to teach them. Perhaps they’ve heard it 
all before? Perhaps they feel they know all there is to 
know about the topic? I’d suggest the onus is on the 
coach to captivate and raise concentration levels. 

ATTENTION FOR LEARNING
SPORT PSYCHOLOGIST DAN ABRAHAMS DISCUSSES WHETHER THERE IS A MORE 
IMPORTANT WORD IN FOOTBALL THAN “ATTENTION”

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY
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Conversely, norepinephrine will be released when 
players are in what psychologists call an “away” 
state – where the players’ senses are heightened and 
they’re alert to threats in their environment. 

For players to experience this state coaches would 
do well to create a competitive environment where 
players are challenged and feel a degree of pressure. 

Below are three ways to increase the release of 
dopamine and norepinephrine and increase player 
attention…

INDIVIDUAL OBJECTIVES
To make training more meaningful for players, help 
them to have individual objectives that are meaningful 
to them and that capture their attention. Now, I’m 
not talking about coaching points that arise during a 
training session (although these do help), but specific, 
detailed, granular, ongoing objectives that you would 
like a player to work on over a longer period of time. 
An objective or set of objectives that hold influence 
over their long-term development.

A simple question to ask yourself is: “Aside from the 
learning points in the activities I’ve created, have every 
one of my players got one or two more learning points 
relevant to their game?” 

In other words, do all your players have individual 
goals to capture their attention? If the answer is 
no, then you have a window of opportunity to help 
those players without individualised 
objectives to train with greater 
meaning and subsequent attention.

As a footballer I can choose to train 
with intensity. And perhaps that’s a 
given. But as a footballer I also need 
to train with attention. Coaches can 
help players have objectives that 
really grasp their attention and drive 
their development.

GET PLAYERS INVOLVED
Both psychological and neuro-
scientific research show that a key to 
optimising learning and building long-
term memory is to create a sense of ownership around 
the content you want players to learn. 

The easiest way to increase involvement is to give 
players opportunities to collaborate during a session. 
Huddles are a great way for players to learn together – 
to learn socially. By facilitating this huddle, or by having 
some of your leaders facilitate the huddle, you’re able 
to listen, reflect back what you hear, elaborate on 
points accordingly, and enhance attention through the 
delivery of questions. Directly instruct and you may 
captivate their attention. Maybe! Ask questions and 
you’ll turn up the volume of their attention.

Questions get players thinking, can be processed at 
a deeper level of thought, and promote active learning, 
rather than passive receivership. 

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY

“Attention can 
heavily influence a 
player’s capacity 
to learn – in fact, 

players won’t learn 
unless they’re 

paying attention”

PRACTISE SKILLS COMPETITIVELY 
To increase the release of norepinephrine, expose 
players to pressure training. Play competitively! Now, 
I’ve no doubt that every coach reading this piece 
would insist that they have players engage in training 
in a competitive way already. But is the direction of 
pressure towards outcomes (such as winning a small-
sided game) or on the execution of specific skills (such 
as executing a specific pattern of play or winning a 1v1)?

Let me explain further. Pressure 
training is often shaped as a game 
with an outcome. The outcome 
becomes the players’ source of 
pressure – we want to win and we 
don’t want to lose is the mantra 
of the competitive athlete. And 
this has benefits. But I’d like to 
see more games with pressure 
directed towards skill development 
and behavioural management. For 
example, if a player is struggling 
with anger, place a consequence on 
that player getting angry (and make 
that a team consequence and not 

just an individual consequence). Another example 
could be to pressure a player who has a certain 
unhelpful tendency, for example, failing to scan in a 
specific direction. Again, create consequences for that 
player and his or her team if the player fails to scan 
appropriately.

The science here is simple, and described previously. 
The threat of a consequence heightens the player’ 
attention. The player will play in an alert state – alert 
to the danger of executing the unhelpful habit he or 
she has been exhibiting previously.

In summary, don’t take attention for granted in your 
training sessions and activities. You can increase player 
attention by driving them towards rewards (dopamine) 
and directing them towards threat (norepinephrine). 



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

“A fantastic magazine”
Arsène Wenger

“l look forward to receiving every issue”
Jose̓  Mourinho

WIN BETTER
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