
116 COMPLETE SOCCER COACHING CURRICULUM FOR 3-18 YEAR OLD PLAYERS - VOLUME 2 - STAGE 5 (15-18 YEAR OLD PLAYERS)

ACTIVITIES LISTING FOR STAGE 5: PLAYERS 15-18 YEARS OLD

117 MIDFIELD AND FORWARD LINK-PLAY 
2V2+2

 + Stages 3, 4 & 5 - 9-18 year old players

 + Top 3 themes:  Build-up play, possession and midfield/
forward functional training.

118 MIDFIELD AND FORWARD LINK-PLAY 
5V5+1V1

 + Stages 4 & 5 - 12-18 year old players

 + Top 3 themes:  Build-up play, possession and midfield/
forward functional training.

119 ATTACKING MIDFIELD COMBINATIONS 
WITH THE STRIKER

 + Stages 3, 4 & 5 - 9-18 year old players

 + Top 3 themes:  Build-up play, possession and midfield/
forward functional training.

120 MIDFIELD AND FORWARD LINK-PLAY 
ON FULL FIELD

 + Stages 4 & 5 - 12-18 year old players

 + Top 3 themes:  Build-up play, possession and midfield/
forward linkage.

121 TIMING RUNS INTO THE PENALTY BOX 
- 4V2 TO 9V9

 + Stages 4 & 5 - 12-18 year old players

 + Top 3 themes:  Build-up play, crossing and finishing.

122 SETTING A WIDE DEFENSIVE TRAP
 + Stages 3, 4 & 5 - 9-18 year old players

 + Top 3 themes:  Back line organization, pressing in pairs and 
counter attacking.

123 GOAL MOUTH SCRAMBLE
 + Stages 3, 4 & 5 - 9-18 year old players

 + Top 3 themes:  Back line organization, shooting and defensive 
heading.

124 DEFENSIVE ORGANIZATION - MOVEMENT 
IN THE PENALTY BOX

 + Stages 4 & 5 - 12-18 year old players

 + Top 3 themes:  Back line organization, pressing and holding 
and man-marking.

125 DEFENSIVE AND MIDFIELD 
ORGANIZATION

 + Stages 4 & 5 - 12-18 year old players

 + Top 3 themes:  Back line organization, pressing and holding 
and man-marking.

126 3 IN 1 DEFENDING 6V6+2
 + Stages 4 & 5 - 12-18 year old players

 + Top 3 themes:  Back line organization, pressing, holding 
and man-marking.

127 DEFENDING WHEN OUTNUMBERED IN 
WIDE POSITIONS

 + Stages 4 & 5 - 12-18 year old players

 + Top 3 themes:  Back line organization, pressing, holding 
and man-marking.

128 PRESSING AND HOLDING 5V5+2
 + Stages 4 & 5 - 12-18 year old players

 + Top 3 themes:  Defensive organization, pressing, holding 
and man-marking.

129 FULL PRESSURE DEFENDING 11V11
 + Stages 4 & 5 - 12-18 year old players

 + Top 3 themes:  Pressing and holding, whole team defending 
and man-marking.

130 LOW PRESSURE DEFENDING 11V11
 + Stages 4 & 5 - 12-18 year old players

 + Top 3 themes:  Defensive compactness, whole team defending 
and man-marking.

131 DEFENDING DIAMOND 6V6+2
 + Stages 3, 4 & 5 - 9-18 year old players

 + Top 3 themes:  Defensive organization, pressing, holding 
and man-marking.

132 TURNING A HIGH LYING DEFENSE
 + Stages 3, 4 & 5 - 9-18 year old players

 + Top 3 themes:  Transition to the attack, movement into 
attacking positions and passing.

133 NEW BALL QUICK COUNTER
 + Stages 4 & 5 - 12-18 year old players

 + Top 3 themes:  Transition to the attack, movement and 
defensive recovery.

134 CREATING TRANSITION OPPORTUNITIES 
7V7

 + Stages 3, 4 & 5 - 12-18 year old players

 + Top 3 themes: Transition to the attack, movement into 
attacking positions and passing.

135 POSSESSION VS COUNTER ATTACKING 
7V7

 + Stages 3, 4 & 5 - 12-18 year old players

 + Top 3 themes:  Transition to the attack, movement into 
attacking positions and passing.

136 BIG GAME BUILD UP 1V1 TO 9V9
 + Stages 3, 4 & 5 - 9-18 year old players

 + Top 3 themes:  Transition to the attack, transition to defending 
and passing.
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MIDFIELD AND FORWARD LINK-PLAY 2V2+2

WHY USE IT
This is a functional training activity for 
central players - defenders midfield and 
forwards.  The objective is build up an 
attack through the ‘lines’ of the team 
in a deep and narrow/tight congested 
space.  This replicates the environment 
between the halfway line and penalty 
box.  If the coach has access to the 
game field it is wise to use the field 
markings to replicate game conditions.
SET UP
35x10 yards.  A 5 yards zone is marked 
at each end of the area and another 
5 yards area is marked in the center 
between 2x10 yards zones.  The coach 
stands on the sideline with a large 
supply of balls.
HOW TO PLAY
The objective of the activity is to move 
the ball from one end of the area to 
the other and combine with the target 
players.  Start with the target player 
at one end passing the ball to one of 
2 midfield players (replicating a pass 
from a central defender).  The midfield 
players play 2v2 in a 10x10 yard zone 
and attempt to play forward quickly to 
a checking center forward/attacking 
midfield player.  The center 5 yard zone 
can only be occupied by the attacking 
team to allow some extra ‘unopposed 
time’ to select the correct pass.  The 
other attacker creates space to play into 
the target.  If successful, the attacking 
team retain the ball and start another 
attack from the same end as the team 
started (one-direction activity).  Very 
important - use an assistant coach as 
an assistant referee to flag offside.  
Remember to switch areas when the 
attack goes in the opposite direction. 1 
point for each successful attempt. 
COACHING NOTES

 + Coaching objectives – Focus on 
the receiving skills of the attackers 
using an open or closed body 
position.  Encourage attackers to 
use clever movement off the ball to 
create space.

 + Coaching tips – With older players, 
it is often counterproductive for 
a team to play in both directions 
in practice, as these conditions do 
not replicate game conditions.  To 
ensure forwards are playing with 
their back to goal, always start the 
attack from the same end.

HOW TO MODIFY THE ACTIVITY
 + Less challenging:  Increase width.
 + More challenging:  Add touch limit 
in ‘safe zone’ to speed up play and 
eventually remove safe zone.

 + One red striker drops into safety zone to receive a pass from a midfield player.
 + Communication is important - the midfield shouting ‘time’ to indicate the striker can open up his body.
 + The withdrawn striker makes a pass in front of the last defender into the path of the teammate.

 + The yellow team attack the other direction.
 + There is an assistant referee flagging offsides and changes location depending on which team attacks.
 + Player in possession must decide to either dribble or pass based on the movement of other players.

 + A target player at each end inside a 5 yard zone.
 + 2v2 in the main playing areas, with a 5 yard ‘safety zone’ for attacking players to enter unopposed.
 + The objective is for central defenders, central midfield and strikers to combine and play to target.

STAGES COVERED BY ACTIVITY
Stages 3, 4 & 5 - 9-18 year old players

THEMES & COMPETENCIES
Top 3 themes:  Build-up play, possession and midfield/forward functional training.
Top 3 competencies:  Passing, movement to create space and communication.
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MIDFIELD AND FORWARD LINK-PLAY 5V5+1V1

WHY USE IT
This activity combines interplay 
between midfield and forwards.  The 
focus is on retaining possession and 
fluent ball movement. 
SET UP
Use half a field with a square 25x25 
yards, central and adjacent to the 
halfway line.  In the square play 5v5 and 
between the square and the goal start 
with an attacker and one defender.  A 
goalkeeper is in goal.  The coach stands 
near the halfway line with a large 
supply of balls and there is an assistant 
coach monitoring offsides.
HOW TO PLAY
The object is for the attacking team 
to complete 3 or more passes before 
the ball is played out of the zone to 
the solitary striker.  Once the pass is 
made, the team has 8 seconds to score 
a goal.  The coach can decide if 1 or 2 
players can ‘break-out’ of the square to 
support the striker.  The assistant flags 
if players move into an offside position.  
To include a fitness component, have 
the players sprint back to starting 
positions once the play is ‘dead’ and 
create a sequence of 5 attacks followed 
by a 30 second break and then repeat 
4-5 times.
COACHING NOTES

 + Coaching objectives – Firstly, we 
want the players in the square to 
maintain possession.  Next, the 
striker must create space with 
movement and receive the ball 
with a solid body position to hold 
up the ball.  Finally, the striker 
has to either turn and beat the 
defender or play into a support 
attacking midfield player breaking 
out from the square.

 + Coaching tips – Keeping an activity 
realistic to the pressures of the 
game is important when working 
with older players.  In the modern 
game, central midfield areas are 
often congested with very little 
space and time.  5v5 in a 25 yard 
area is typical, so replicating this 
situation is vital if we expect 
players to perform well on game 
day.

HOW TO MODIFY THE ACTIVITY
 + Less challenging: Reduce the 
number of defenders starting in 
the square, creating an overload of 
attackers - 5v3. 

 + More challenging: Reduce the size 
of the square (15x15 yards).  Add 
extra forwards centrally and on the 
wing.  Add additional defenders.  
Remove the square and play half 
field - 6 attackers and 4 defenders.

 + The reds achieve 3 or more passes and play a ball to the feet of the attacker.
 + The coach permits 1 midfield player to break out of the square and sprint forward to support.
 + The addition of an extra attacker is enough to distract the defender.  The attacker spins, shoots and scores.

 + The activity has progressed with the coach adding additional attacking and defending players.
 + If a team typically plays with 2 central strikers, the breakout player must only support wide to create 

a realistic game scenario.

 + 5 red attackers attempt to make 3 passes against 5 yellow players in a 25 yards square.
 + A solitary red attacker is marked goal side by a yellow defender at the top of the penalty box.
 + There is a goalkeeper for the yellow team and an assistant coach running the line looking for offsides.

STAGES COVERED BY ACTIVITY
Stages 4 & 5 - 12-18 year old players

THEMES & COMPETENCIES
Top 3 themes:  Build-up play, possession and midfield/forward functional training.
Top 3 competencies:  Passing, movement to create space and communication.
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ATTACKING MIDFIELD COMBINATIONS WITH THE STRIKER

WHY USE IT
The activity focuses on link play 
between central attacking midfield 
players and the striker.  The coach can 
work on various movements and passing 
combinations in close proximity to goal.
SET UP
The set-up is a 40x20 yards area with 
a 5 yards zone and an 18 yards zone 
marked across the width of the field.  
One appropriate size goal is placed on 
the end line adjacent to the 18 yards 
zone and a small counter attacking 
goal is placed on the opposite end line 
adjacent to the 5 yards zone.  Balls are 
positioned either side of the small sided 
goal.  In the 5 yards end zone are 2 
unopposed attacking players, 3v3 in the 
middle zone and a target striker and a 
goalkeeper in the 18 yards zone.
HOW TO PLAY
The objective for the attacking team 
is to pass the ball into the feet of the 
striker, who must combine with the 3 
attacking midfield players and attempt 
to score.  The 2 deep lying attackers 
start with the ball in the 5 yards zone 
and a pass is made to either of the 
attacking midfield players or directly 
to the striker.  Once the ball reaches 
the striker the 3 midfield players can 
combine to enter the 18 yard zone for a 
shot at goal.  If the defending team win 
possession they attempt to score in the 
counter attack goal.  By virtue of the 
numerical advantage for the attacking 
team a goal scored past the goalkeeper 
is worth 1 point and a goal scored by the 
defending team is 2 points.  First team 
to 6 points wins and then change the 
teams.
COACHING NOTES

 + Coaching objectives – Our focus 
is on the movements of the 
attacking midfield players to find 
space in a congested area.  One 
effective move is for a midfield 
player on the weak-side to run 
close to and across the ‘front’ of 
the striker as the ball arrives.  A 
quick interchange of passes is often 
enough to confuse the defenders 
and create separation for a shot.

 + Coaching tips – In the build up 
the attacking team must ‘spread’ 
defenders to create passing seams 
into the striker.  If attacking midfield 
players collapse around the striker 
there will be very little room to  
manoeuvre, making defending easy. 

HOW TO MODIFY THE ACTIVITY
 + Less challenging:  Reduce the 
number of defenders. 

 + More challenging:  Allow defenders 
to roam freely, add an extra 
defender and remove the zones.

 + Seeing a pass into the feet of the striker, the midfield player on the ‘weak-side’ of the field triggers a run 
across the ‘face’ of the striker.  This movement draws the defenders out of position.

 + The run and subsequent passing combination creates sufficient separation for the player to shoot and score.

 + In the final sequence the black team work a wall pass combination to release a player making weak-side run.
 + A beautifully timed pass is finished masterfully by the attacking midfield player.
 + Notice how the striker moves away from the ball and how that movement creates space for the teammate.

 + 2 black defenders start the activity with a pass from an uncontested 5 yards zone.
 + The attacking midfield players for the black team seek to create space, stretching wide to create seams.
 + The blacks manage to create some space and pass to a striker, confined to an 18 yards attacking zone.

STAGES COVERED BY ACTIVITY
Stages 3, 4 & 5 - 9-18 year old players

THEMES & COMPETENCIES
Top 3 themes:  Build-up play, possession and midfield/forward functional training.
Top 3 competencies:  Passing, movement to create space and shooting.
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MIDFIELD AND FORWARD LINK-PLAY ON FULL FIELD

WHY USE IT
This phase of play activity on the full 
field provides plenty of repetition of link 
play between midfield players, central 
attackers and wide players.  Potentially, 
all ‘lines’ within the team (goalkeeper, 
defence, midfield and attack) are 
included in the attack. 
SET UP
Full field with a 35x35 yards area in 
the center of the field.  In the central 
square, play 3v3 with a neutral player 
playing for the team in possession to 
create 4v3.  At both ends just outside 
the penalty area 2 defenders and 1 
attacker.  In wide positions adjacent to 
the halfway line are 2 wide players for 
each team, playing exclusively in the 
attacking half of the field.  Two assistant 
coaches run the line to monitor offside.
HOW TO PLAY
Play commences with a pass in from the 
coach to either team.  The attackers in 
possession of the ball must combine 3 
passes with the neutral player before 
making an outlet pass to either flank 
player or the striker. The coach can 
decide if a player from the central 
square will be allowed to support the 
attack. If the defending players in the 
square win possession they combine 
with the neutral player and attack the 
other end. In the event of a goal or the 
ball leaving the field of play, the game 
is reset and the coach passes to either 
team. The objective for the attacking 
team is to score within a set time 
period, e.g. 10 seconds.  Failure to score 
in the allotted time results in the other 
team receiving possession at the next 
restart.
COACHING NOTES

 + Coaching objectives – Work with 
central players to use the space 
and maximize the numerical 
advantage.  Insist on quality 
passing into the space in front of 
the wide players.  Help the striker 
to position the body to hold up 
possession until support arrives.

 + Coaching tips – It is a good idea 
with older players to finish a 
training session with a full sided, 
or close to full sided game.  The 
main theme of the practice can 
be woven into the game and the 
coach can use coaching within the 
game methodology to work with 
players in the flow.

HOW TO MODIFY THE ACTIVITY
 + Less challenging:  Reduce numbers.
 + More challenging:  Add touch limit, 
add players and dictate patterns.

 + The red team combine for 3 passes and deliver a pass wide into the path of a winger/full back.
 + The full back dribbles at pace and then crosses deep to the striker who scores at the far post.
 + A break out attacker supports at the top of the penalty box, as does the winger from the opposite side.

 + Blues now attack with the neutral player.
 + On this occasion the coach stipulates the pass must be made to the feet of the striker.
 + The blue striker holds the ball and releases a pass to the wide support player.

 + 9v9+1 on a full field.
 + The coach plays to 3 red attackers + 1 neutral player against 3 blues in a 35x25 yard square.
 + An attacker for each team is defended by 2 defenders and each team has 2 attacking wide players.

STAGES COVERED BY ACTIVITY
Stages 4 & 5 - 12-18 year old players

THEMES & COMPETENCIES
Top 3 themes:  Build-up play, possession and midfield/forward linkage.
Top 3 competencies:  Passing, movement to create space and communication.
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TIMING RUNS INTO THE PENALTY BOX - 4V2 TO 9V9

WHY USE IT
This phase of play activity works on 
combination play between central and 
wide midfield players in the final third of 
the field.  The coach can work with the 
attacking midfield players to time their 
penetrating runs to meet crosses served 
at different angles and trajectories. 
SET UP
The activity occurs on half a field with a 
full size goal.  Play starts from 15 yards 
outside of the penalty area with a pass 
from the coach who has a large supply 
of balls.  As additional numbers are 
added the coach moves the starting 
position closer to the halfway line.  Use 
cones to mark 3 yard wide channels on 
both sides of the field, extending 30 
yards from the end line.  
HOW TO PLAY
In the first series the coach should 
start teaching movements of the 4 
primary attacking players - attacking 
midfield, 2 strikers and 1 wide midfield 
player.  A goalkeeper begins in goal 
and a defender adds some realism to 
the first sequence.  The coach initiates 
the activity when all the players are in 
a good starting position - strikers with 
their back to goal around the edge of 
the penalty box and the attacking and 
wide midfield players starting level 
with the coach.  The coach plays a 
pass in front of the attacking midfield 
player who ‘feeds’ the ball wide into the 
channel so the winger is coming onto 
the ball.  This channel is an unopposed 
area so to make this game realistic, 
the winger has only 3 touches before 
delivering a cross.  The winger must 
target the attacking midfield player 
with the cross by looking up and cutting 
the ball back into his/her path.  Once 
the coach is satisfied with the patterns 
of play add attackers and defenders 
gradually and move starting positions up 
the field.
COACHING NOTES

 + Coaching objectives – This session 
is all about the link play between 
the midfield players and the type 
of runs an attacking midfield player 
can make into the box.

 + Coaching tips – Attacking midfield 
players pose a real goal scoring 
threat when they arrive late into 
the penalty box.  The defenders are 
often preoccupied by the strikers, 
so the midfield player can often 
ghost into the box unmarked.

HOW TO MODIFY THE ACTIVITY
 + Less challenging:  Work 4v2 until 
players develop their confidence 
and routines.

 + More challenging:  Add attackers 
and defenders, remove the channel 
and add more movement patterns.

 + The coach moves the starting position and adds 3 more defenders and 2 attackers to create 6v5.
 + The 3 yellow midfield players combine and the ball is sent wide for a cross.
 + The cross is deep and the striker heads back and across goal into the path of the midfielder for a goal.

 + Play now starts at the halfway line with both teams playing with 9 players.
 + A defensive midfield player plays into the path of the attacking midfield player who cuts the ball back.
 + Play builds up wide and the winger spots an early run into the box and the attacking midfielder scores.

 + In the first sequence the 4 yellow attackers attempt to score against the goalkeeper and black defender.
 + The coach passes in front of the yellow attacking midfield player who in turn passes into the winger’s path.
 + The winger dribbles to the end line using only 3 touches and pulls a ball back into the path of the attacking 

midfield player.  The run of the attacking midfield player is perfect and a first time shot eludes the keeper.

STAGES COVERED BY ACTIVITY
Stages 4 & 5 - 12-18 year old players

THEMES & COMPETENCIES
Top 3 themes:  Build-up play, crossing and finishing.
Top 3 competencies:  Passing, movement to create space and communication.
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SETTING A WIDE DEFENSIVE TRAP

WHY USE IT
With players in the 4th and 5th Stages 
of Development, the coach can work 
on defensive strategies to combat the 
strengths of the opponent and/or force 
an opponent to play to his/her team’s 
strengths.  This activity is set up to 
create a ‘trap’ when the opponent plays 
wide into the attacking third of the field.
SET UP
The set-up is a 40x40 yards area with 
2x half size goals at one end.  The field 
is sectioned vertically into 2 to create a 
left and right side.  The attacking team 
starts with 5 players (3 midfield and 2 
forwards) in the area and 1 play maker 
outside the end line.  The defensive team 
is set up with a back 4 and 3 central 
midfield players.
HOW TO PLAY
The defensive team start the activity in 
a deep lying position, with the central 
midfield players narrow and compact.  
The defensive team must prevent a pass 
being made to the strikers and so the 
midfield players drop deeper to prevent 
space in front of the back line.  The 
back 4 need to communicate effectively 
and guide the midfield players in 
front of them.  The ‘play maker’ starts 
the activity with a pass to any of the 
3 attacking midfield players.  The 
defensive team retain their shape and 
compactness and allow the attacking 
team space wide.  As a pass is travelling 
from central to wide positions, the 
defensive team move quickly to establish 
the trap.  The full back on the opposite 
side of the field tucks in and the central 
players shift across to cover the strikers.  
The full back sprints to apply tight 
pressure on the wide attacking player, 
timing the run to arrive as the ball 
arrives.  The nearest defensive midfield 
player also closes space, attempting to 
cut out a pass or dribble inside.
COACHING NOTES

 + Coaching objectives –  To 
synchronize the movement of all 
defensive players as the team sets 
the wide trap.

 + Coaching tips –  Adding the central 
line to mark the left and right sides 
of the field provides a visual cue 
for the defenders.  All the players 
on the side closest to the ball 
should press and get tight to their 
opponent.

HOW TO MODIFY THE ACTIVITY
 + Less challenging:  The coach can 
add the wide goals to encourage 
the attackers to play with width.  
Add a wide channel and require the 
attackers to get the ball into the 
channel to score.

 + More challenging:  Move the goals 
centrally and add attackers. 

 + As the ball is travelling to the wide midfield player, the blue full back sprints to close down the space.
 + Arriving ‘with the ball’ the full back applies significant pressure and attempts to win possession.
 + The other blue defenders and midfield players shift across to the same side of the field and close space.

 + The pressure is too much for the yellow midfield player and has no escape options.
 + The full back wins possession and plays a pass to the space in front of the central midfield player.
 + The coach has provided small goals on the halfway line for the counter attack option.

 + The blue team sets up a backline with 4 defenders and 3 central midfield players.
 + The yellow attacking team starts with 2 strikers and 3 midfield players in the area.
 + A yellow play maker initiates the attack with a pass to a midfield player.  The defense drops deep and is 

compact in the center of the field to encourage the attackers to play wide.

STAGES COVERED BY ACTIVITY
Stages 3, 4 & 5 - 9-18 year old players

THEMES & COMPETENCIES
Top 3 themes:  Back line organization, pressing in pairs and counter attacking.
Top 3 competencies:  Defending as a unit and team, pressure/cover/balance and communication.
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GOAL MOUTH SCRAMBLE

WHY USE IT
This is an intense activity focusing on 
the back 4 defensive organization in 
and around the penalty box.  The coach 
starts a sequence of 12 continuous 
attacks from different locations 
around the box.  The defenders must 
work tirelessly to shut down shooting 
opportunities and mark the strikers 
tightly.
SET UP
This activity is played at one end of the 
field extending 15 yards from the edge 
of the penalty box.  In the box are 4 
defenders, a goalkeeper and 2 strikers.  
Outside the area are 5 attacking players 
and the coach.  The coach and two 
attackers in wide positions have a supply 
of balls.
HOW TO PLAY
The activity begins with a pass to an 
attacker either side of the coach.  The 
attacker can penetrate into the box 
on a dribble, shoot or pass the ball 
to any of the attacking players.  The 
defenders must remain in the penalty 
box and organize themselves to prevent 
the attacking team from getting clear 
shots at goal.  The defenders must 
be courageous in charging down any 
potential shots and make calculated 
decisions when assessing the threat 
from different attacking positions.  In 
addition to passing the ball left or right 
the coach can shout “LEFT” or “RIGHT” 
to initiate an attack from a wide player. 
The wide player collects a ball from 
the pile and crosses into the box or 
penetrates on the dribble.  The attacking 
team has 12 opportunities to score and 
then change the teams.  If the defenders 
win possession they attempt to pass to 
the coach for a point.
COACHING NOTES

 + Coaching objectives –  To train 
the back 4 defenders to work 
collaboratively to stop the attacking 
team from taking easy shots at goal.  
The players must communicate and 
constantly shift their positions to 
nullify the attacking threat.

 + Coaching tips –  Practicing 
scenarios where the defense is 
scrambling to get organized is as 
important as when the defense 
has control and play is predicable.  
Slight improvements in the player’s 
communication and decision 
making may be the difference 
between success and failure.

HOW TO MODIFY THE ACTIVITY
 + Less challenging:  Reduce the 
attacking options to 2 or 3 and wait 
for the defense to organize before 
restarting the game.

 + More challenging:  Start a new 
game immediately a ball is out. 

 + This time the coach calls “LEFT” and the wide attacker takes a ball from the pile, dribbles and crosses.
 + The center defender for black is well positioned and heads the ball high and wide out of the box.
 + The ball drops to the feet of an attacker but the defender closes the space.  The coach starts another game.

 + In the final sequence the right side attacker plays wide to the right as the defender closes on the ball.
 + The ball movement is incisive and the defenders cannot cover ground quickly enough.
 + The ball is played to the top of the box and the attacker bends a precise shot beyond the keepers reach.

 + The back four defenders for the black team must prevent 7 blue attackers from scoring.
 + The coach plays a pass to the attacker at the top of the box who penetrates on the dribble before shooting.
 + A black defender closes space and blocks the shot.  The ball rebounds into the path of a teammate who 

has a simple pass to the coach for a point.

STAGES COVERED BY ACTIVITY
Stages 3, 4 & 5 - 9-18 year old players

THEMES & COMPETENCIES
Top 3 themes:  Back line organization, shooting and defensive heading.
Top 3 competencies:  Defending as a unit and team, pressure/cover/balance and communication.
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DEFENSIVE ORGANIZATION - MOVEMENT IN THE PENALTY BOX

WHY USE IT
This activity focuses on the organization 
of the defensive backline to stop a 
counter attack.  Primarily, the attention is 
on the central defensive players and the 
choices they make.
SET UP
60x40 yards with 2 full size goals.  The 
field is sectioned into 3 zones each 
20x40 yards.  The coach should establish 
a wide zone at each end of the field, 5 
yards wide.  A goalkeeper, 3+2v2 start 
in the attacking zone and 2v3 plus 
a goalkeeper in the defensive zone.  
Assistant coaches flag offside.
HOW TO PLAY
In this example the focus is on the 
back 3 defending players initially.  The 
goalkeeper starts the attack with a 
pass to one of the 3 attacking players 
or 2 neutral players in the attacking 
zone.  The objective for the attackers is 
to release the neutral players into the 
middle third to attack the other end of 
the field.  As the 2 neutral players enter 
the middle third, the 3 defenders must 
communicate and move to prevent 
a shot.  Splitting the defensive zone 
into 3 areas helps the defenders to 
adjust positioning to protect the most 
important areas on the field.  Usually, 
defenders should prioritize tight marking 
and shot prevention in front of goal.  
Depending on the angle of an attack, the 
coach can help the defenders to know 
when to press, when to mark tightly (ball 
side/goal side), when to switch marking 
and how to communicate.
COACHING NOTES

 + Coaching objectives – Body position 
ball side and goal side enables the 
defender to see the ball and the 
attacker they are marking.

 + Coaching tips – Typically, the coach 
should have a specific objective in 
mind when selecting content.  I have 
chosen to work the back 3, but to 
do so, the attackers must break out 
of the attacking zone.  Changing the 
starting position of the attack with 
the coach passing a ball into the 
middle third, achieves the objectives 
and allows the coach to work with 
the defenders.

HOW TO MODIFY THE ACTIVITY
 + Less challenging: If the attackers 
struggle to move the ball out of the 
attacking zone, make defenders 
passive or start with a pass into the 
middle 3rd from the goalkeeper.   

 + More challenging:  Add more 
players, widen the field, allow 
defenders to recover.

 + The neutral players break out into the mid field zone unopposed and attack the 3 red defenders.
 + After a couple of sequences, allow the red defenders to apply pressure higher up as blacks break free.
 + The black player dribbles wide.  The nearest red moves to confront the black player.  Other reds mark tight.

 + As the ball shifts to a central position, the red players switch positions to apply pressure in front of goal.
 + As attackers move, the defenders must communicate and constantly change their body positions.
 + ‘Ball side - goal side’ is a good general rule to teach players when marking an attacker.

 + The goalkeeper starts the activity with a pass to an attacking blue player or black neutral player.
 + The 2 red defenders apply pressure to make the activity more realistic.
 + At the defensive end, 3 red defenders organize against 2 blue attackers.

STAGES COVERED BY ACTIVITY
Stages 4 & 5 - 12-18 year old players

THEMES & COMPETENCIES
Top 3 themes:  Back line organization, pressing and holding and man-marking.
Top 3 competencies:  Defending as a unit and team, pressure/cover/balance & communication.
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DEFENSIVE AND MIDFIELD ORGANIZATION

WHY USE IT
This activity is designed to establish 
the organization of the defensive and 
midfield units in the defensive half of 
the field.  The defense starts ‘organized’ 
in the formation of the coaches choice.
SET UP
Just over half a field - 75x60 yards with  
a full size goal.  20 yards inside the 
other half mark a 5 yard wide ‘safety 
zone’ across the width of the field.  
Each team starts with 8 field players.  
The defending team has a goalkeeper 
and the attacking team has the benefit 
of 2 target players.
HOW TO PLAY
The coach initiates each attack once 
the defensive unit is organized.   In 
this example, the defenders are 
organized in a flat back 4 and the 
midfield in a traditional flat 4.  The 
coach should adjust this formation to 
meet the need of the team.  As soon 
as the ball is played into the feet of the 
attacking team, the defenders should 
communicate and adjust positions.  
Employ individual and small group 
defensive principles and techniques, 
such as pressure, cover and balance.  
When working with the team shape, 
the coach should help players identify 
when to press, when to hold and when 
to drop.  For example, if an attacking 
player is facing away from goal, the 
nearest defenders can apply immediate 
pressure and the back line can condense 
play.  However, if a pass is made into the 
safety zone to an unpressurised target 
player, the backline must be aware of a 
ball over the top.  If the defenders win 
possession, the ball can be played to 
the target players for a point.
COACHING NOTES

 + Coaching objectives – Train 
the team in a game realistic 
environment, so the starting 
positions are critical.  The coach 
must insist on players getting 
prepared before the initial pass is 
made.

 + Coaching tips – Establish with the 
players a number of important 
terms used to communicate team 
movement.  For example “UP” may 
be called out by the goalkeeper 
to apply pressure to the ball and 
move the line of confrontation 10 
yards further up field.

HOW TO MODIFY THE ACTIVITY
 + Less challenging: Play with smaller 
attacking numbers and/or start 
with some passive shadow play 
to get the defense moving as you 
want.

 + More challenging:  Limit the 
number of touches for the 
attacking team so the speed of the 
game increases.

 + The blue team has combined passes to move the ball across the field.
 + As the ball is being played backwards and laterally, the red team are moving forward as a unit.
 + Red defenders furthest from the ball are marking the attackers less tightly.

 + In this illustration the red defenders are caught deep in their half of the field.
 + There is significant room in front of the back 4 defenders and the target player makes an early pass wide.
 + The coach now has to work with the wide defenders to apply pressure and force play away from goal.

 + The coach passes a ball to the blue attacking team.
 + The blue midfield player makes a pass into the unopposed safety zone to a target player playing for 

both sides.
 + A backwards pass is often a good indication to defenders that they can ‘squeeze the play’ or move forward.

STAGES COVERED BY ACTIVITY
Stages 4 & 5 - 12-18 year old players

THEMES & COMPETENCIES
Top 3 themes:  Back line organization, pressing and holding and man-marking.
Top 3 competencies:  Defending as a unit and team, pressure/cover/balance and communication.
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3 IN 1 DEFENDING 6V6+2

WHY USE IT
This is an exceptional activity to work 
with players on defensive transition and 
establishing an organized defensive 
quickly.  There are 3 formats and the 
game changes with every turnover.  
Players must be constantly ‘tuned in’ 
to the different challenges each game 
presents.  The coach can also utilize the 
activity effectively to teach attacking 
concepts such as possession, width and 
depth.
SET UP
The set-up is a 50x40 yards area.  
Appropriate size goals are positioned 
centrally along the short sides of the 
field and small goals are located 2 
yards from each corner along the long 
sides.  Play 6v6 and assign a goalkeeper 
to each of the large goals.  The coach 
stands on the sideline with a supply of 
balls.
HOW TO PLAY
This is a fast moving activity with 
3 different game formats, each 
representing a different challenge for 
the defending and attacking players.  
In game 1, the team with the ball 
need to make 6 consecutive passes 
to earn 1 point.  The goalkeepers play 
for the team in possession to create 
8v6 in favor of the attackers.  If the 
attackers successfully make 6 passes 
they immediately transition to game 
2 - attacking the opponents 2 small 
goals.  A goal scores a point and 
immediately the coach plays another 
ball to the attackers for game 3 - to 
score in the opponents goal.  In game 
3, the goalkeepers drop into the goal 
and play 6v6 + goalkeepers.  At the 
point of transition, such as a change of 
possession, throw-in or goal, the game 
changes.  First to 6 points wins.
COACHING NOTES

 + Coaching objectives – In game 1 
the defenders must work in pairs to 
force a bad pass or poor first touch 
and then apply pressure to cut off 
a pass to a teammate.  In game 2 
the defenders must quickly recover 
and collapse into a compact shape 
around the 2 wide goals.  In the 
final game the defenders must 
adjust the team shape to a more 
traditional 2 or 3 line formation in 
front of the goal.

 + Coaching tips – Concentration is 
key in this game and the players 
must be thinking forward about 
their positioning and objectives in 
the next game.  The coach should 
discuss responsibilities and ways to 
get the defense organized.

HOW TO MODIFY THE ACTIVITY
 + Less challenging:  Play with smaller 
numbers and/or start with some 
passive shadow play.

 + More challenging:  Coach can call 
out the game order randomly, add a 
2nd ball and add touch restrictions.

 + The black team transition to game 2 - attacking the red team’s wide goals.
 + The goalkeepers in game 1 and game 2 play for the team in possession to create 8v6.
 + The reds work hard to recover to protect the small goals and their efforts are rewarded with a turnover. 

 + In this illustration the reds are now attacking the black team’s full size goal in game 3.
 + The blacks fail to recover quickly and are caught with an attacking shape from game 2.
 + The reds move the ball quickly to exploit space and finish with a goal and a point.

 + The coach starts game 1 with a pass to the black team.
 + The blacks spread out to create time and space and attempt to make 6 consecutive passes to score a point.
 + The red defenders must work together to force a bad pass.  This is achieved by applying pressure and 

preventing the attackers from making an easy pass to a teammate close by.

STAGES COVERED BY ACTIVITY
Stages 4 & 5 - 12-18 year old players

THEMES & COMPETENCIES
Top 3 themes:  Back line organization, pressing, holding and man-marking.
Top 3 competencies:  Defending as a unit and team, pressure/cover/balance and communication.
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DEFENDING WHEN OUTNUMBERED IN WIDE POSITIONS

WHY USE IT
With players in the 4th and 5th stages 
of development coaches will want to 
practice situations that occur during 
a game.  This activity emphasizes 
defending when outnumbered in wide 
positions close to goal.
SET UP
60x40 yards area with the length of 
the field segmented into 3 equally size 
20 yards zones.  Across the width of 
the field the coach creates a zone on 
both sides approximately 5 yards wide 
running the length of the field.  Both 
teams set up with the same formation, 
a goalkeeper and 2v2 in the defensive 
zone, 3v3 in the central zone and 2v2 
in the attacking zone. The coach stands 
centrally off the sideline with a large 
supply of balls and 2 assistant coaches 
monitoring offside.
HOW TO PLAY
The players are reminded of the 
primary objectives of the activity, 
namely, to create attacking overloads 
in wide positions.  Player cooperation 
is essential to create the appropriate 
practice situation.  The coach initiates 
the 1st attack by passing to either team 
located in the central area.  Immediately 
the wide players from the team in 
possession seek to enter the wide 
channel.  To begin, only the attacking 
players are permitted to enter the wide 
channel adjacent to the central zone. 
The attacking player must dribble along 
the channel into the attacking zone. This 
creates a 3v2 in favor of the attacking 
team.  The 2 defenders must now decide 
whether to press the wide player and 
attempt to deny a cross or tightly mark 
the central strikers. If the defenders gain 
possession of the ball they attempt to 
combine with the midfield players and 
spread the play wide.
COACHING NOTES

 + Coaching objectives – To work 
with the defensive unit on their 
decision-making when faced 
with an attacking overload 
in wide positions.  Decisions 
include establishing the point of 
confrontation with the attacking 
wide player.

 + Coaching tips – Typically, the 
tactical decision when faced with an 
attacking overload in wide positions 
will be to protect the danger 
area close to goal and allow the 
wide attacker to dribble towards 
goal.  Extending the time of the 
attack provides the defenders the 
opportunity to recover and support.

HOW TO MODIFY THE ACTIVITY
 + Less challenging: Add the extra 
defender to create a 3v3 and allow 
a midfield player to recover to 
defend.

 + More challenging: Allow another 
attacker to support from midfield.

 + An attacking yellow player from the central zone spreads wide and receives a pass with time and space.
 + The wide player dribbles in to the attacking zone down the wide channel.
 + The yellow team has a 3v2 advantage and a blue defender leaves the striker to confront the dribbler.

 + The yellow midfield player plays a long pass into the wide channel in the attacking zone.  
 + The blue defender closes the space down quickly and forces the yellow attacker to play backward.
 + The blue defense has performed well by denying time and space and forcing play away from goal.

 + The game starts with each team set up in a similar formation - 1-2-3-2.
 + The field is split into 3 zones with a wide channel on each side of the field.
 + The coach initiates the play with a pass to the yellow attacking team.

STAGES COVERED BY ACTIVITY
Stages 4 & 5 - 12-18 year old players

THEMES & COMPETENCIES
Top 3 themes:  Back line organization, pressing, holding and man-marking.
Top 3 competencies:  Defending as a unit and team, pressure/cover/balance and communication.
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PRESSING AND HOLDING 5V5+2

WHY USE IT
This small sided game teaches defenders 
general cues influencing if a team should 
press or hold.  Pressure, cover, balance 
and compactness are principles of 
defending included in this activity.
SET UP
The set up is 60x40 yards area with two 
15 yard end zones at either end. Start 
with 5v5 between the zones and 2 target 
players off the field at each end.
HOW TO PLAY
The target players start with a supply of 
soccer balls and the coach nominates 
which team is attacking. The game 
begins with a pass from one target to 
an attacker inside the defensive zone. 
Both teams attempt to move the ball 
from the defensive zone to midfield and 
then into the attacking zone.  A point 
is scored if a pass can be made to the 
opposite target. If successful the scoring 
team attacks in the opposite direction. 
If the defenders can win possession 
they counter attack.  The defensive 
objective is to firstly prevent passes 
being made through the center of the 
field by keeping a compact defensive 
shape.  Secondly, the defenders must 
attempt to win possession, but to do so 
they must decide collectively whether to 
press in an attempt to win possession or 
to hold in a compact shape and prevent 
penetrating passes.
COACHING NOTES

 + Coaching objectives – Coaches 
should focus on defenders reading 
cues before the ball is served, 
attempting to arrive as or before 
the receiver’s first touch.  Defenders 
adopt an angle of approach that 
denies options and protects 
vulnerable areas - goal, passing 
lanes, etc.

 + Coaching tips – Some of the more 
advanced team concepts require 
hours of practice.  In addition to 
developing individual technical 
proficiency and awareness, 
the coach must create team 
understanding.  A great way to 
teach players when to press and 
hold is to ‘freeze’ the play and 
move players around when the 
coach spots a situation occurring 
requiring review.

HOW TO MODIFY THE ACTIVITY
 + Less challenging:  Reduce the 
size of the area to provide the 
defenders with less space to cover 
and remove the end zones to 
prevent the attackers having extra 
unopposed time.

 + More challenging:  Increase the 
width of the area to provide 
attackers with more space to 
exploit and add extra attacking 
players.

 + The blue defenders must determine if their teammates can arrive with or before receiver’s first touch.
 + The blue nearest the red attacker closes passing options with a bent run and moves to force the play wide. 
 + The game is starting to look predictable with few options available for the attackers.

 + The blue team decides collectively that a press is on and all defenders move in quickly.
 + The red attacker is under immense pressure and has one option available down the line.
 + The blue cover defender anticipates the pass and steps to intercept - blues must now counter attack. 

 + The yellow target player passes into the defensive zone to a red attacker, dropping to receive the pass. 
 + The 2-3 blue defenders nearest the ball need to read the attacking cues and assess teammates positioning.
 + The blue defenders start to shift positioning with the players inside short and medium passing distances, 

closing down the space around their opponent.

STAGES COVERED BY ACTIVITY
Stages 4 & 5 - 12-18 year old players

THEMES & COMPETENCIES
Top 3 themes:  Defensive organization, pressing, holding and man-marking.
Top 3 competencies:  Defending as a unit and team, pressure/cover/balance and communication.
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FULL PRESSURE DEFENDING 11V11

WHY USE IT
Once the coach has established the key 
defensive concepts, the coach must test 
the team in a game-like environment. 
This is an 11v11 activity played in half the 
field focusing on defensive pressure.
SET UP
The game is played in one half of a 
full-size field. The coach should set up 
the team in the typical formation.  In 
this activity the focus is on the red team 
setup in a 4-4-2 formation.
HOW TO PLAY
This is another example of a practice 
session designed to help players with 
their decision-making, as individuals 
and as a team.  The coach can allow the 
game to flow and wait for a moment to 
step in and coach or setup situations 
more intentionally.  In the examples 
provided opposite, the goalkeeper has 
played a pass wide to the fullback. 
Noticing that the fullback is having 
to run towards the defensive end of 
the field, the red attacking player has 
sprinted to apply pressure and attempt 
to win the ball. Other red players within 
20 yards of the fullback also become 
compact around the ball preventing any 
easy passing opportunities and forcing 
the black team to make mistakes.  
Applying full pressure requires all 
members of the team to be aware of the 
situation and perform their duties. For 
example, the midfield players can get 
tighter to their opponent and can take a 
more aggressive position in anticipation 
that a turnover will occur.  The strikers 
can move to cut off a back pass to the 
goalkeeper and the defensive unit can 
squeeze the play without fear of a long 
ball played behind the defense.
COACHING NOTES

 + Coaching objectives – To 
coordinate the effort and intensity 
of the defensive players when it is 
obvious that a full defensive press is 
required.   Players close to the ball 
must apply immediate pressure and 
get tight to their opponent.  The 
defenders must remove as many 
escape options from the team in 
possession as possible.

 + Coaching tips – A common 
coaching methodology taught 
in coaching schools is the ‘stop 
standstill’ or ‘freeze’ method.  When 
the coach observes an appropriate 
situation develop the coach shouts 
“STOP STANDSTILL”.  The coach 
can now step onto the field and 
adjust player’s position before 
restarting.

HOW TO MODIFY THE ACTIVITY
 + Less challenging: Start the activity 
with less players, spend more time 
on functional training and setup 
more situational opportunities.

 + More challenging: Coach in the flow 
of the game and add additional 
conditions.

 + Forced into turning with the ball the left fullback for blacks loses possession to the red defender.
 + As a result of the high pressure defending the red team is now in a good position to counter attack.
 + An early cross is played to the back post where an on-rushing red attacker finishes with a header.

 + In this sequence the goalkeeper has more time to play a pass to the left midfield player.
 + Once again the red team defense shifts into a high pressure and aggressive team shape.
 +  When a defense is well organized and orchestrated, the team will react as one and win turnovers.

 + In the flow of the game the goalkeeper has received a pass back from the right fullback.
 + Under pressure the goalkeeper has played the ball out to the other flank but behind the left fullback.
 + The red team are switched on to the same visual cue and the player nearest the ball sprints to apply 

pressure and stop the defender from turning. A red striker cuts off the back pass option to the goalkeeper.

STAGES COVERED BY ACTIVITY
Stages 4 & 5 - 12-18 year old players

THEMES & COMPETENCIES
Top 3 themes:  Pressing and holding, whole team defending and man-marking.
Top 3 competencies:  Defending as a unit and team, pressure/cover/balance and communication.
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LOW PRESSURE DEFENDING 11V11

WHY USE IT
There are many reasons for a coach 
to elect to defend with low pressure.  
Examples include providing the defense 
with some time to rest, to address an 
opponent’s strength when playing 
behind the defense and to set up a 
counter attack.  Whatever the reason, 
the coach can use low pressure and high 
pressure defending tactics intermittently 
in the same game.
SET UP
The game is played on a full field.  Each 
team plays 11v11 and organizes in the 
team’s most natural formation or the 
shape of the coach’s choice.
HOW TO PLAY
The coach should gather the players 
together before the game commences, 
to discuss the tactics and individual 
roles and responsibilities.  For example, 
the defensive team sets a restraining 
line just inside the opponent’s half, 
the strikers and midfield players drop 
centrally to restrict penetrating passes 
to the opponent’s attackers, and the 
back line plays flat and compact.  The 
game starts with a kick-off and proceeds 
until the attacking team plays back 
inside their half and to the goalkeeper.  
Once the opponent has possession in 
their own 3rd of the field, the defensive 
team should drop into a low pressure 
shape.  The goalkeeper should be able 
to feed the ball to the defenders or 
midfield players with ease.  However, 
once the midfield players receive the ball 
the defensive team must be compact,  
preventing any easy forward passes.  
They must also stop a ball played over 
the top and behind the defense.
COACHING NOTES

 + Coaching objectives – Help players 
to understand that ‘low pressure’ 
defense can be misunderstood and 
is not an opportunity to mentally 
‘switch off’.  The defense may not 
be pressing high up the field to win 
possession, but it needs to play 
with intensity and high pressure 
once the ball has crossed the 
restraining line.

 + Coaching tips – The role of the 
goalkeeper is all-important in 
establishing the shape and style of 
the defense.  The goalkeeper sees 
the whole field and as such must 
communicate clearly as the ball 
approaches.

HOW TO MODIFY THE ACTIVITY
 + Less challenging:  The coach can 
intentionally set up the play from 
different locations and organize 
the defense how he/she wishes.  
Reduce the size of the area and 
start play at the halfway line.

 + More challenging:  Coach in the flow 
of the game and add additional 
conditions, such as playing with 
‘10-men’.

 + The black team shift across laterally and continue to maintain a low pressing defense vertically.
 + There are very few options to play forward for the yellows, as blacks cut out all passing lanes centrally.
 + Once the ball is passed over the restraining line the defenders nearest the ball collapse around the ball.

 + The blacks defense have successfully won possession.
 + A quick counter attack is a good option and the defender plays diagonally behind the opponent’s defense.
 + Having turned the opponent the defense can now change focus, press high and keep the ball forward.

 + As the ball travels back to the goalkeeper the black defensive team drops to form a compact defense.
 + The black attackers allow space for the yellow team to receive the ball.
 + The line of confrontation is just inside the yellow’s half of the field and the goalkeeper plays a pass to 

the yellow’s right fullback.  Another pass is made forward to a yellow midfield player breaking wide.

STAGES COVERED BY ACTIVITY
Stages 4 & 5 - 12-18 year old players

THEMES & COMPETENCIES
Top 3 themes:  Defensive compactness, whole team defending and man-marking.
Top 3 competencies:  Defending as a unit and team, pressure/cover/balance and communication.
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DEFENDING DIAMOND 6V6+2

WHY USE IT
This activity establishes an environment 
for players to learn how to transition 
from attack to defense quickly, employ 
zonal marking and read and react to 
visual cues as a team.
SET UP
The set-up is a 40x40 yards square in a 
diamond orientation.  Flags are placed 
to form goals 8 yards in each corner and 
a 12x12 yards square is marked in the 
middle.   Each team plays with 6 players 
and 2 neutral players play for the team 
in possession.
HOW TO PLAY
Teams can attack and defend both goals.  
The first objective for the attacking team 
is to connect a pass to a teammate or 
a neutral player in the central box.  If 
successful the attackers earn a point 
and then they can attack either goal for 
an extra point.  The next time they have 
the ball the same team must attempt to 
score in the opposite goal.  If a goal is 
scored the coach plays the next ball to 
the same team - this helps to encourage 
better defending.  When a turnover 
occurs the team winning the ball must 
connect with a teammate in the central 
box before attempting to score in either 
goal.  There are 3 different attacking 
sequences so the defenders must be 
aware of space, teammates, opponents 
and current and future objectives.  Play 
for 5 minutes and then review the 
defending team’s successes and failures 
before starting a new game.  Play 4 
games and change teams around. 
COACHING NOTES

 + Coaching objectives – Individually 
players must close down space 
quickly, get into a good defensive 
body shape and force an attacker 
to make a mistake.  As a team the 
defenders should collapse around 
the target area - either the goals or 
the central square.

 + Coaching tips – Unlike other sports 
with regular stoppages major 
decisions in soccer are regularly 
made by the players.  So it is 
important the coach works through 
the different tactics and available 
choices during practice.

HOW TO MODIFY THE ACTIVITY
 + Less challenging:  Keep the game 
simple by focusing on one attacking 
objective and not interchanging.  
The coach can also balance the 
teams by removing the attacking 
advantage offered by the 2 extra 
attackers.

 + More challenging:  Making the 
field larger requires defenders to 
cover more ground and adding a 
second ball increases the degree of 
defensive challenge by increasing 
decision making options.  The coach 
can also add more players to both 
teams.

 + As play continues yellows struggle to create defensive compactness around either goal.
 + The reds can now attack either goal and a quick pass is made into space for the red team to score.
 + This would be an excellent time for the coach to freeze play and adjust the yellows defensive shape.

 + In the final sequence the red team must score in the other goal.
 + The yellow team is much better organized and the recovering defenders are sprinting to get goal side.
 + The red team elect to maintain possession and the yellows have more time to become organized.

 + In this sequence the coach passes to the red attacking team supported by the black neutral players.
 + The first objective for reds is to pass to a teammate in the central square for 1 point.
 + The yellows are very disorganized and leave the central space wide open for reds to gain an easy point.

STAGES COVERED BY ACTIVITY
Stages 3, 4 & 5 - 9-18 year old players

THEMES & COMPETENCIES
Top 3 themes:  Defensive organization, pressing, holding and man-marking.
Top 3 competencies:  Defending as a unit and team, pressure/cover/balance and communication.
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TURNING A HIGH LYING DEFENSE

WHY USE IT
On occasion, an attacking team will win 
possession in front of the opponent’s 
back line.  If the defense is playing with 
a high-line there will be significant space 
behind the defense to exploit.
SET UP
This game is played on half the field, 
with a 20x20 yards square centrally 
located and straddling the halfway 
line.  An appropriately sized goal is 
placed at one end and the defensive 
team has a goalkeeper.  On either side 
of the field a cone is placed 1 yard 
inside the half and 5 yards off the end 
line.  A defender starts in front of the 
cone.  Standing inside the other half of 
the field and facing the wide defenders 
are the left and right full backs for the 
attacking team.  In the central square 
play 2 attackers against 2 defenders.  
Operating just outside the area is a 
central midfield player for the attacking 
team.  The coach stands close to the 
action and an assistant monitors offside.
HOW TO PLAY
The defensive team starts close to the 
halfway line with full backs required 
to remain standing at the cone until 
a penetrating pass is made by the 
attacking team from the central area. 
Play commences with a pass from the 
attacking midfield player to either of the 
2 strikers.  The defensive players must 
start goal side of the strikers.  Playing 
with their back to goal, the strikers 
return the ball back to the central 
midfield player.  The speed of play 
must be fast to prevent the defenders 
dropping into deep lying positions.  As 
the striker makes the pass back the 
attacking full backs should anticipate a 
through ball and make a forward run.  If 
timed perfectly the attacker will go past 
the stationary defender at the same time 
the central midfield player plays the long 
ball.
COACHING NOTES

 + Coaching objectives –  When 
playing against a high lying 
defense, the attacking team must 
play quickly over the top or through 
the seams to release the full 
backs.  The coach should work with 
players to time their penetrating 
runs forward in order to create 
separation from the defenders.

 + Coaching tips –  With practice 
players will see patterns developing 
in the game they have worked on 
in training.  Instinctively, the central 
midfield player will play into space 
behind when the defense is high 
lying.

HOW TO MODIFY THE ACTIVITY
 + Less challenging:  Start with 
passive defending.  Stop defenders 
recovering after the through ball.

 + More challenging:  Eliminate 
defensive restrictions, allowing 
defenders to recover.

 + The yellow striker ‘drops the ball’ back to the central midfield player who plays a pass over the top.
 + The visual cues for the yellows to attack are a high defensive line for blues and the pass back.
 + The yellow full back gains forward momentum and sprints past the blue full back as the ball is played. 

 + In this sequence the yellow midfield player decides to play a straight pass into the path of the striker.
 + The yellow striker beats the blues offside trap and makes a diagonal run.
 + The other yellow players support the attack and the blue players attempt to recover.

 + Play 2v2 in the central area with defenders starting in goal side positions.
 + A yellow central attacking midfield player starts outside the square and plays a pass into a checking striker.
 + The 2 blue full backs must start at a wide cone and are restricted from moving until a through ball is played.
 + The 2 yellow full backs start inside their half and are approaching the halfway line at pace.

STAGES COVERED BY ACTIVITY
Stages 3, 4 & 5 - 9-18 year old players

THEMES & COMPETENCIES
Top 3 themes:  Transition to the attack, movement into attacking positions and passing.
Top 3 competencies:  Short and medium range passing, creating space and communication.
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NEW BALL QUICK COUNTER

WHY USE IT
In this counter attack activity the coach 
determines the frequency and location 
of the transition.  The players ability to 
work collaboratively will be tested as 
the teams must constantly change their 
focus from attack to defense and from 
defense to attack.
SET UP
This 11v11 game is played on a full field 
with appropriate size goals at each 
end.  The coach and 3 assistants are 
positioned along the sidelines with a 
large supply of balls.  The teams set up 
in a formation of the coach’s choosing.
HOW TO PLAY
Counter attacks are most effective if the 
defending team can win possession and 
quickly advance the ball forward into 
dangerous areas before the opposition 
can become organized.  To this end, 
the coach can work on attacking and 
defensive themes.  Play a normal game 
to begin and on the call of “NEW BALL” 
the coach passes a second ball into the 
area.  The pass can be to either team or 
into space.  As soon as the second ball 
enters the area the original ball goes 
‘dead’ and all focus must be on the new 
ball.  There are many themes the coach 
may wish to explore, so the type and 
location of pass is all important.  For 
example, the coach may be interested 
in working on defensive recovery on 
the ‘weak-side’.  The coach can shout 
“NEW BALL”, point to the assistant on 
the other side to make a short pass and 
change the point of attack.  Similarly, the 
coach may wish to work with the strikers 
on their movement following a turnover.  
A coach’s pass to the defending team 
could trigger a diagonal run wide by 
one striker and through the middle for a 
direct pass for the 2nd striker.
COACHING NOTES

 + Coaching objectives – Work with 
players to adapt team shape 
to execute the attacking and 
defending game plan.

 + Coaching tips – ‘Reading the game’ 
effectively is an advanced skill for 
a young player.  The coach can 
help players to recognize some of 
the probable ‘cues’ occurring in 
the run of play, by setting up these 
scenarios in practice.

HOW TO MODIFY THE ACTIVITY
 + Less challenging:  Freeze the play 
just before a restart and indicate 
to the players what is expected 
from both teams.  The coach can 
play with unbalanced teams to 
exaggerate the main theme or 
reduce the number of players on 
both teams to start.

 + More challenging:  Allow the game 
to follow with minimal interruptions.

 + The red midfield player moves wide and the blue team is slow to react.
 + The reds move the ball wide quickly and a central midfield player sees space to exploit behind the blues.
 + A pass is made into the path of the onrushing midfield player and other players work to support.

 + As the red team scores the coach shouts “NEW BALL” and points to the assistant on the far side.
 + The blue team shifts across and a fluent passing combination inside reaches a player unmarked for a shot.
 + The coach may wish to stop the play after this sequence to breakdown attacking and defending decisions.

 + The blue team have possession and all eyes are on the developing attack down the blue team’s right.
 + With the ball still in play the coach shouts “NEW BALL” and a second ball is played to the red fullback.
 + The blue team players leave the original ball and must defend.  The red team must quickly assess the 

attacking opportunities and must sprint to support the player with the ball.

STAGES COVERED BY ACTIVITY
Stages 4 & 5 - 12-18 year old players

THEMES & COMPETENCIES
Top 3 themes:  Transition to the attack, movement and defensive recovery.
Top 3 competencies:  Short and medium range passing, creating space and communication.
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CREATING TRANSITION OPPORTUNITIES 7V7

WHY USE IT
The times of transition from attack to 
defense and from defense to attack have 
become extremely significant moments 
in the modern game.  The team that is 
prepared to mobilize the attack quickly 
to take advantage of the recovering 
defense will be well placed to win 
games.
SET UP
This game is played on half the field, 
with a 5 yards end zone marked across 
the width of the field at the end line and 
the half way line.  Play 7v7 between the 
2 end zones and spread out a number 
of balls outside of the end line.  An 
assistant runs the line and looks for 
players moving into an offside position 
for the team attacking the goal line.
HOW TO PLAY
The primary objective is to work with 
the attacking team to take advantage 
of a disorganized defense in transition.  
The coach can artificially manipulate the 
environment to ensure the defensive 
team, bringing the ball out from the 
goal line, is disorganized and players are 
out of position.  The defensive team in 
yellow must attempt to keep possession 
and enter the end zone at the halfway 
line.  The coach adds a condition that a 
yellow player must make a forward run 
in advance of the ball until the team 
has achieved 2 consecutive passes. This 
condition will result in defensive players 
overly committing to the attack and 
will be out of position in the event of a 
turnover.  The game commences with 
one of the yellow defenders collecting a 
ball from the end line.  The defender can 
dribble or pass the ball to a teammate, 
but if a pass is made, the passing player 
must sprint forward in advance of the 
ball.  If an opponent wins possession, 
the new attacking team should look 
to exploit spaces vacated by the on-
rushing defender.  Both teams attempt 
to stop the ball in the opponent’s end 
zone for a point.  Play for 5 minutes and 
then switch the teams around.
COACHING NOTES

 + Coaching objectives – Help the 
attacking team to identify space 
and defensive players out of 
position.  Develop attacking 
patterns and approaches matching 
the ability of the players.

 + Coaching tips – Discuss with players 
the concepts of a diagonal pass 
over-or-between the defense to 
a straight run by a teammate.  
Conversely, discuss a straight pass 
with a diagonal run by a teammate.  
Rarely are straight runs and passes 
effective.

HOW TO MODIFY THE ACTIVITY
 + Less challenging: Reduce the 
number of players on both teams.

 + More challenging: Remove the 
condition on the defense to sprint 
forward ahead of the ball.

 + The black defenders must follow the attacking runs of the yellow defenders.
 + A black player intercepts the 3rd forward pass.
 + The yellow defenders are now overcommitted to the attack and the left side of the defense is exposed.

 + The black player in possession of the ball recognizes the weakness in the yellow’s defense.
 + A diagonal through ball is played to a straight attacking run by a black attacker.
 + The attacker receives the ball in acres of space and dribbles into the end zone for 1 point.

 + Play 7v7 in one half of the field.  The goal has been removed and a 5 yard end zone created at both ends.
 + A yellow player collects the ball from the end line and passes to a teammate in the field.
 + As soon as the pass is made the defender must sprint forward in advance of the ball.
 + A 2nd pass is made and once again the yellow player sprints in advance of the ball.

STAGES COVERED BY ACTIVITY
Stages 3, 4 & 5 - 12-18 year old players

THEMES & COMPETENCIES
Top 3 themes: Transition to the attack, movement into attacking positions and passing.
Top 3 competencies:  Short and medium range passing, creating space and communication.
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POSSESSION VS COUNTER ATTACKING 7V7

WHY USE IT
This is activity encourages 2 styles of 
attacking play.  One team is required 
to maintain possession and combine a 
set number of passes before entering 
the opponents attacking zone.  The 
opponent is required to transition 
quickly and play a more direct style.
SET UP
This game is played on half the field, 
with appropriately sized goals placed 
on the goal line and the halfway line.  
Cones or markers are used to establish 
a 10 yard shooting area in front of each 
goal stretching the width of the field.  2 
assistants are used to flag for offside 
and the coach is centrally located with a 
supply of balls.  Between the 2 attacking 
zones play 5v5 with 2 neutral players 
supporting the team in possession inside 
the area and 2 neutral players on the 
sidelines acting as bumpers.
HOW TO PLAY
The coach meets with both teams and 
explains the objectives.  The blue team 
plays a direct style with support of 
the yellow neutral players and must 
attempt to score within 5 seconds of 
winning possession in as few passes 
as necessary.  The red team playing a 
possession style with support of the 
yellow neutral players, must combine 
for at least 4 passes in the central zone 
before entering into the attacking zone.  
The contrast in styles between the two 
teams enables the coach to focus on 
many different attacking and defending 
scenarios.  When working with the 
quick counter-attacking team the coach 
should encourage passes between the 
defenders and along the seams, with 
corresponding slanted runs by the 
strikers.  As 2-3 of the players nearest 
the ball spring into attack, the other 
2-3 players must attack with defense in 
mind.  Play for 15-20 minutes or first to 
score 3 goals and then flip the teams 
and the objectives.
COACHING NOTES

 + Coaching objectives – When 
working with the counter attacking 
team it is important to instil a sense 
of urgency and impress upon the 
players the need to play forward.

 + Coaching tips – With older youth 
players the coach should allocate 
sufficient time to discuss the pros 
and cons of the adopted strategies.  
Establishing commitment and 
‘buy-in’ is essential if the team is to 
function as one.

HOW TO MODIFY THE ACTIVITY
 + Less challenging: Reduce the 
number of players on both teams 
and add 1-2 all time offensive 
players.

 + More challenging: Add a time limit 
to score to speed up the attack.

 + The yellow bumper player plays inside with 1 touch to an advancing blue attacker.
 + The blue player makes a straight pass down the seam between 2 red defenders.
 + The blue striker makes a diagonal run and shoots first time to score.

 + In this sequence the red team combines passes with the yellow support players.
 + After making 5 passes, the yellow bumper player threads a diagonal pass to an attacker.
 + The attacker enters the attacking zone on the dribble and is poised to shoot.

 + Play 5v5 plus 4 neutral players in the central zone of the field.
 + The blue team is required to play with a counter attacking style and must score within 5 seconds.
 + The red team by contrast must combine 4 passes or more before entering the attacking zone.
 + A player for the blue team intercepts a pass from the goalkeeper and plays to a yellow ‘bumper’.

STAGES COVERED BY ACTIVITY
Stages 3, 4 & 5 - 12-18 year old players

THEMES & COMPETENCIES
Top 3 themes:  Transition to the attack, movement into attacking positions and passing.
Top 3 competencies:  Short and medium range passing, creating space and communication.
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BIG GAME BUILD UP 1V1 TO 9V9

WHY USE IT
There is a great deal of action occurring 
in this activity with four 1v1 small sided 
games being played adjacent to a 
5v5 match.  As the game progresses 
attacking and defending players are 
added until both teams are at full 9v9 
strength.
SET UP
There are four 20x10yards small sided 
field set up around the outside of a 
50x30 yards main field.  All fields have 
appropriate size goals and a large 
supply of balls adjacent to the goals.  On 
each small field play 1v1 with an assistant 
coach overseeing the games and on the 
main field play 4v4 plus goalkeepers.
HOW TO PLAY
Over the course of a few minutes the 
game scenarios may change significantly 
so players must be ready to adapt 
individually and collectively in very 
short order.  4 players from each team 
commence a normal small sided game 
on the main field.  Around the outside 
are a series of 1v1 games and players 
alternate attacks if the ball leaves the 
field.  If a goal is scored in the 1v1 games, 
the goal scorer joins the main field and 
creates a numerical advantage for his/
her team.  The losing player must sprint 
to the adjacent small sided game and 
join the game in progress to create a 
2v1.  No matter whoever wins the 2v1 
game, all 3 players join the main game 
as soon as a goal is scored.  Eventually 
all the players will be participating in an 
9v9 game on the larger field.  Once the 
last person joins the game the 5 minute 
game clock starts and at the end of the 
game the team with the most goals 
scored wins!  The 4 players that started 
the 1v1 games should then switch with 
the 4 players starting the 5v5 game.
COACHING NOTES

 + Coaching objectives – This is a 
very fluid environment so the 
coach should involve the players in 
preparing for the different offensive 
and defensive scenarios.  At the end 
of each sequence debrief the action 
and discuss what worked and what 
changes will be made in the next 
round of competition.

 + Coaching tips – Knowing support 
players will be joining in from the 
wide positions, the coach may want 
to adopt a more compact defensive 
shape and fill in with support wide.  
Similarly, when attacking with 
numbers up, the coach may wish to 
play quickly with width before the 
defense can organize.

HOW TO MODIFY THE ACTIVITY
 + Less challenging:  Play fewer games 
around the periphery to manage 
the amount of interruption and 
change.

 + More challenging:  Speed up play 
by adding a touch restriction.

 + A black team creates a momentary overload when a black player scores and wins a duel on an outside field.
 + Soon after a red player also joins to even up the two sides now playing 6v6.
 + The losing player from the duel must sprint to the other 1v1 game still in progress to create a 2v1.

 + In the final illustration as soon as a goal is scored in the 2v1 battles all 3 players join the main game.
 + Constant movement of players between fields creates a host of challenges and opportunities for the 

defending and attacking teams.  The players can huddle together between games to discuss strategy.

 + A 5v5 game commences on a small main field with both teams attempting to score.
 + Around the main field are four 1v1 games running concurrently and the players are looking to score quickly.
 + On two of the 1v1 fields goals are scored almost immediately and this triggers player transition to the 

larger field.

STAGES COVERED BY ACTIVITY
Stages 3, 4 & 5 - 9-18 year old players

THEMES & COMPETENCIES
Top 3 themes:  Transition to the attack, transition to defending and passing.
Top 3 competencies:  Short/medium/long range passing, creating space and communication.




