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what do i get the 
players to do?
2v1 practice (1)

We set up as shown 
– blues passing the 
ball back and forth, 
always below head 
height, and evading 
the attention of the 
red defender, who 
must stay in his area. 
If an interception is 
made, the server 
restarts. After 30 
seconds, we count 

how many passes 
and interceptions are 
made.
In order to have 
the best chance of 
intercepting, the 
red defender must 
anticipate passes, be 
in a defensive stance 
that helps him to move 
sideways quickly to 
win the ball, and reach, 
stretch or disrupt the 
intended pass.

3v3 plus targets (2/3)

Now in a 20x20-yard 
area, we set up 3v3 
plus a target player at 
each end. Each team 
of three must stay in its 
own area and attempt 
to pass through to 
the target man. On 
receiving a pass the 
target player feeds into 
the previous defending 
unit.
Here, we’re looking 
for defending teams to 

prEsTon norTh EnD

simon 
grayson
Defending 
in midfield
overview:
As managers and 
coaches, it can be 
easy to expect the 
bulk of defending to 
be done by our back 
four, but very often 
key defensive duties 
can and should 
be undertaken by 
midfielders, with 
an exposed defence 
representing an 
emergency situation 
whereby the midfield 
have perhaps failed in 
their duties.
This session 
therefore offers 
a deep tactical 
insight into how 
defensive solidity 
can be attained 
through the use of a 
knowledgeable, tight 
and hard-working 
midfield unit.
In setting up a barrier 
or organised line of 
defence, it supports 
and protects the 
defenders and 
should reduce 
spaces through 
which opposition 
players may 
comfortably pass or 
move forward with 
the ball.
What follows is a 
variety of practices 
that are designed 
to increase the 
understanding of 
midfielders – once 
behind the ball – in 
their defending 
functions, as well 
as looking at their 
relationships with 
forward and back 
players.

defending in midfield

SET-UP
ArEA

Up to a half-pitch plus 
20 yards
EqUipMEnT

Balls, cones, goals
nUMBEr of pLAYErs

Up to 11v11
sEssion TiME

10mins per practice

6 DECEMBER 2014

44

20

20 20

20 20

8 8

8

4

1

2
3

4

Ball 
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Dribble

KEY

Blues work 2v1 for 
30 seconds looking to 
complete as many passes 
as possible against one red 
defender

Now in the 3v3, reds 
slide across left and 
right but forget to 
monitor the position 
of their target player 
and allow a pass to go 
through

Here, the central red 
presses the blue in 
possession whilst 
remaining in his own 
half, as his team mates 
come in to support

In the 5v5, red defenders 
press in the way rehearsed 
in early practices, protecting 
either the outer goal or the 
central target area
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“The nearest 
defender 
must press 
the ball as 
closely as 
possible, with 
defenders 
monitoring 
distances 
and angles 
between 
each other 
as well as 
checking the 
position of the 
target man 
behind.”

slide across with the 
path of the ball, with 
defensive stances 
showing players are 
able to react quickly 
to an attempted pass. 
The nearest defender 
must press the ball 
as closely as possible 
(whilst remaining 
in his half), with 
defenders monitoring 
distances and angles 
between each other as 
well as checking the 

position of the target 
man behind.
5v5 plus targets (4)

We now move to 5v5 
plus two targets. 
Teams score by 
the coach’s chosen 
method - passing the 
ball through goals A or 
B, or passing into the 
target man.
Again, we’re looking 
for players to slide as 
a group, press using 

the nearest defender, 
assess distances and 
angles, as well as 
being ready to regroup 
when the opposition 
takes control of the 
ball.
7v7 plus keeper and 
targets (5)

Now the practice area 
funnels back to the 
corners of the penalty 
box, as shown. The 
server feeds blue 
attackers who retain 

possession until being 
able to feed strikers. 
Attackers take the ball 
on 2v2 in the advanced 
area and attempt to 
score past the keeper. 
Should reds steal 
possession, the game 
resets, or we can add 
target goals at the 
bottom to be reached 
within four passes.
On passes through 
to strikers, the 
midfielders can 
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KEY

In the 7v7 practice, reds press 
blues and look to prevent a pass 
into the two blue strikers

In the progression, reds play 
forward and between blues who 
have failed to close down or 
protect space effectively and the 
ball is worked into a target man
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recover towards the 
goal, with the two 
nearest pressing the 
receiving striker from 
the front. Centre-backs 
must prevent strikers 
from turning.
In the progression, we 
extend to 9v8 plus a 
keeper (6), removing 
the funnel lines and 
using 15x15-yard target 
areas. Reds spread out 
and play from the back, 
building until being able 
to feed into the target 

man. On restart, the 
ball can be fed directly 
into the other team, or 
target players can play 
between themselves 
(7). We finish with 
an 11v11 where the 
principles learnt can be 
put into practice (8).

what are the key 
things to look out 
for?
We want to see all 
players developing 
an understanding of 
the defensive roles 

and responsibilities 
for midfield players, 
both ‘forwards’ and 
‘backwards’ in terms 
of their distances and 
angles, plus their 
relationships with 
each other, the ball and 
those other defending 
units.
They must also develop 
the ability to shift 
body weight quickly 
in a low defending 
stance, building 
quick recognition and 

reactions to block 
passes and recover 
towards the ball or goal.
Mentally, players must 
concentrate and focus 
on the task in hand, 
developing a ‘unit’ 
mentality with team 
mates in midfield, 
all the time building 
an awareness and 
understanding of the 
roles of defenders both 
ahead of and behind 
them.  

simon grayson
prEsTon norTh EnD

That so many clubs 
in the third tier turn to 
Simon Grayson when 
a managerial vacancy 
arrives is not a surprise. 
The former Leicester 
City, Aston Villa, 
Blackburn Rovers and 
Blackpool midfielder 
has an enviable record 
in the division having 
guided Blackpool 
and Leeds United to 
promotion as first-
team coach, as well as 
repeating the feat with 
Huddersfield Town. 
And last year Preston 
North End came close 
to extending that 
sequence, though the 
club went out in the Sky 
Bet League One play-
offs to eventual winners 
Rotherham United.

This season the 
Lilywhites are again 
one of the favourites 
to land promotion, 
and with it a return to 
the Championship 
following a gap of four 
years.

Grayson, 44, enjoyed an 
18-year professional 
career that began at 
Leeds in 1988. He went 
on to make over 400 
senior appearances for 
nine clubs, one of the 
highlights of which was 
winning the League Cup 
with Leicester City in 
1997.
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Here, target men 
can either link with each 
other or directly feed into 
blues, leaving reds with a 
decision to make - do they 
compress forward or prepare to 
shift across

Moving to the full-sized pitch the 
principles worked on are put into 
practice, with an emphasis on 
maintaining the correct distance, 
positioning and communication 
between the midfield and 
defensive units

Ball 
movement 
Player 
movement
Dribble
Optional pass/
run

KEY




