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The holder of a UEFA A Licence, Tom McStravick 
is currently working at Leeds United, coaching 
within the club’s youth development phase. 

He is also the founder of the Playing For The 
Future Group, which was established in 2009, 
and he is academy director of the Playing 
For The Future Academy, which is a leading 
independent youth football academy based in 
Northern Ireland. 

He has developed a successful long term 
partnership with Ulster University to develop 
the Playing For The Future group of projects, 
which include an academy programme, the ABP 
Craigavon Cup and the Belfast Youth Cup. 

He has experience in presenting and coaching 
around the world, including delivering coach 
education at Legia Warsaw in Poland. 

He has also been a UK representative at the 
G20 Summit in Nice, France, and a delegate at 
the One Young World Summit in Pittsburgh, USA.
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SESSION 

BUILDING AN 
ATTACK FROM  
THE BACK
This session is all about building the 
attack from the goalkeeper and breaking 
through a high press. In this activity we 
see the goalkeeper as an extra player 
and we encourage centre backs to 
receive the ball and play forwards.

It’s a game-based practice that 
encourages lots of decision making under 
pressure. It’s a competitive activity that 
allows for lots of repetition and it also 
encourages dual coaching opportunities: 
one coach can work on building the 
attack whilst the other coach works on 
either the finishing or the high press. 

This practice is flexible enough to 
accommodate a change in playing 
numbers or playing formations, again 
allowing the coach to create scenarios 
and challenges for players that can help 
with both individual and group learning.

As the session is designed to be game-
realistic, players really enjoy it. The 
activity is competitive and as it offers 
plenty of repetitions of match scenarios, 
it can therefore be used as a match 
preparation session or an individual 
player development session. 

Distances can increase or decrease to 
help with physical loading, especially 
with the high number of transitions 
involved.
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We set up a playing area on one half of the pitch, 
coned off to a width of 40 yards. We position a goal 
and a goalkeeper at one end and two small goals at 
the other end. The size of the playing area can vary, 
but typically we would use the geography of the pitch 
to create a 60x40-yard area.

We’re using nine outfield players, split into: a blue 
team of three who are attacking the small goals; two 
yellow wide players who are positioned on each side 
of the playing area; and four reds, only two of whom 
are in play at any one time. The extra red pair wait 
between the small goals ready to rotate in.

The goalkeeper passes out to the blue team of 
three, who are made up of two centre backs and a 

WAVE PRACTICE
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defensive midfielder. They must build an attack from 
the back using the full width of the playing area and 
they can score by passing into one of the small goals, 
as shown [1a]. The red pair are forwards trying to 
stop the attack and they should press high in the blue 
team’s defensive third. If the reds win possession, 
they should counter-attack the main goal.

If the blues score in one of the small goals, or if 
the ball goes dead, one of the waiting reds acts as 
a server and passes in to the active red pair so they 
can counter-attack and try to score past the keeper 
in the main goal. They can do so with the help of the 
unopposed yellow wide players on the outside edge of 
the playing area, as shown [1b].

Area:  
Half a pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 2 small 
goals, 1 full-size goal
Number of Players:  
Up to 11 players  
+ 1 goalkeeper

Session time:  
Wave Practice: 25-40mins 
in blocks of 8mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

If the blues score or if the 
ball goes dead, a waiting 
red serves a new ball in to 
the active red pair who then 
counter-attack the main goal

The red pair attack 
with the help of the 
unopposed yellow 
wide players

1

The goalkeeper 
passes out to 
the blue team, 
who build an 
attack from  
the back

The blues can score 
by passing into one 
of the small goals

The red pair press 
high in the blue team’s 
defensive third. If they 
win possession, they 
should counter-attack 
the main goal
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WAVE PRACTICE PROGRESSIONS
[2a]

[2b]
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We use the same set-up but we progress the 
activity so there are offsides for the wide players. 
The blues still build their attack from the back as 
before, but if the red pair wins possession we now 
allow one of the red servers to step in to join the 
attack with the red pressing pair and the two yellow 
wide players, as shown [2a]. This gives the counter-

attacking team a 5v3 overload on transition.
We can progress the activity further by adding a pair 

of waiting blues between the small goal; if the reds 
gain possession one of the waiting blues can make a 
defensive recovery run to try to help his team mates 
prevent the counter-attacking reds from scoring, as 
shown [2b]. 

3

Here the keeper 
starts play

Progress further by 
introducing offsides 
for the yellow wide 
players

If the pressing red pair wins 
possession, progress the activity 
so one of the servers can step in 
to support the counter-attack

If the reds gain possession, one of the 
waiting blues can now make a recovery 
run to help his team mates defend

Progress the 
activity further by 
adding a pair of 
waiting blues
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[2c]

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
Technically, we want to see players adopting the 
correct body shape to receive and to play forwards. 
The detail of the pass should also be correct: to the 
back foot, neat to feet with an ideal pace on the 
pass to allow the receiver to play forwards quickly. 

Tactically, we want to see the build-up of play 
from the back using the goalkeeper to support. The 
starting positions are key to allowing the attack to 
progress and the distance of the centre backs in 

relation to both the ball and the opponent is vital. 
Midfield rotation is also important, as is recognising 
the opposition set-up to avoid playing into traps.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Players often don’t recognise how the opponent is 
set up and in academy football the centre backs 
always drop to receive instead of recognising how 
high they can build from, perhaps if the opponent 
is not ready and not in a position to press. Players 
also tend to play the first pass they see as opposed 
to building from as high as possible.  

“We want to see players adopting the correct body shape 
to receive to play forward”
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The session can be progressed further by 
introducing scoring systems. For example, when 
working on building the attack against a high press, 
if the blues score into the mini goals we allow them 
to restart play from the goalkeeper and if they 

maintain possession for six seconds then their goal 
stands. However, if the red pressing team wins the 
ball back within six seconds and scores in the main 
goal, the red goal is worth double and the blue goal  
no longer counts, as shown [2c]. 

Progress further 
by adding a scoring 
system. If the blues 
score in the mini 
goals, allow them to 
restart from their 
own keeper

If the blues maintain possession 
for six seconds from the keeper’s 
pass out, then their goal stands

If the reds 
win the ball 
back within 
six seconds 
and score, 
their goal 
is worth 
double and 
the blue goal 
no longer 
counts
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