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Melanie Reay is manager of Sunderland Ladies 
in the FA Women’s National League North. 

As a player she turned out for Cowgate 
Kestrels, which later went on to become 
Sunderland. During the 2002-03 season, she 
was joint winner of the FA Women’s Premier 
League Northern Division Golden Boot, winning 
it again the following season. She subsequently 
won it a third time when playing for Newcastle 
United in 2008.

She began coaching at Gateshead College 
early in her playing career and later she coached 
at the Newcastle United centre of excellence. 

In January 2008, while still a player for 
Newcastle, she stepped up to take over the role 
of assistant manager. Sunderland appointed 
her as assistant head coach ahead of the 2015 
season, and in March 2017 she became the 
club’s head coach.

Reay, who is a cousin of England football 
legend Alan Shearer, also took charge of the 
England Women’s U23 national team for the 
2018 Nordic Tournament in Sarpsborg.
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This session is all about getting the ball 
back as quickly as we can. We start with 
an activity focused on pressing in small 
groups to set the tone and then we 
move into pressing as a team, showing 
players when, where and how to do it.

The players engage really well with this 
session because there’s always a reward 
for winning the ball back; if players 
regain possession they get to try and 
score a goal. That’s fundamentally what 
the game is all about. 

When players are out of possession, 
this is a very high tempo session. The 
objective is to get the team as a whole 
to buy in to the aggressive press to 
ensure we don’t defend for long spells 
of the game.

This type of session isn’t one we would 
do every week but we would absolutely 
use elements of it on a regular basis. 
The first activity specifically deals with 
the techniques of passing, possession 
and shooting, which could all be a main 
focus of the session if necessary. 

The players really seem to enjoy this 
session and it’s great for team building 
because they are all together being 
competitive against one another.
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We start with a warm-up [not shown]. Then we set up 
an area of 40x18 yards with a goal and a goalkeeper 
at each end. The main area of the pitch is divided into 
three 10-yard zones and each goal has an additional 
five-yard end zone in front of it for the goalkeepers.

We’re using 18 outfield players, split evenly into 
three teams of six. One team goes in each of the 
three 10-yard zones. The middle zone is for the 
defending team.

Play starts with the coach passing to a team in one 
of the outer zones. The receiving team must pass to 

keep possession under pressure from two defenders, 
who have been released from the central zone to 
press the ball. 

The passing team can use the goalkeeper to help 
them keep possession if necessary and they must 
string six passes together before they can transfer 
the ball to the other possession team in the opposite 
outer zone, as shown [1a]. 

The four defenders who remain in the central zone 
must stay alert and remain compact in order to screen 
for any through balls, blocking them if possible.

GO AND PRESS

[1a]
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Area:  
Up to full pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 
2 full-size goals
Number of Players:  
Up to 20 players  
+ 2 goalkeepers

Session time:  
Warm up: 30mins
Go and press: 15mins
Pressing gates: 20mins
Game: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 
Play starts with the coach 
passing to a team in one of 
the outer zones 

Two defenders are 
released from the central 
zone to press the ball in 
the outer zone

2The receiving team must 
pass to keep possession. 
Once they make six 
passes they can transfer 
the ball to the other end

The four defenders in 
the central zone remain 
compact and try to 
intercept through balls

3 4
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When the ball has been transferred, two more 
defenders can follow the ball to press it – they can 
go as soon as it has been received in the opposite 
outer zone. The two original pressing defenders 
must return to the central zone at this point, as 
shown [1b]. 

The passing team must again string six passes 
together before being allowed to transfer the ball 
back, but if the defenders gain possession they can 
immediately shoot at either goal, as shown [1c].

We play six two-minute games, rotating team roles 
every two minutes.

What are the key things to look out for?
We want to see defenders remaining alert. Pressure 
should always be applied by the nearest player to 
the ball. Quick support by the covering player is also 
important so that the possession team is forced to 
play around the defence and not through it.

We want to see good communication from both of 
the pressing players and from the four defenders left 
behind, and when pressure results in a turnover of 
possession we want to see players remaining calm 
to ensure a solid shooting opportunity occurs, rather 
than players forcing play with a rushed shot.

[1b]

[1c]
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When the ball has been 
transferred, two more 
defenders can follow the 
ball to press it 

The two original pressing 
defenders must return to 
the central zone

The passing team 
must make six 
passes before 
they can transfer 
the ball back. 
They can use 
the keepers to 
help them keep 
possession

Here the keeper 
recycles the 
ball to maintain 
possession for 
the blues but the 
yellows intercept

The passing 
team at the 
other end 
must remain 
alert in case 
the ball is 
transfered 
back to them 
again

If the defenders gain 
possession they can 
shoot at either goal 
but only the keepers 
are allowed in the 
five-yard end zones
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[2]

PRESSING GATES
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We set up on a full size pitch with four six-yard cone 
gates on the halfway line and another two in each 
penalty area, as shown [2]. We are not using goals.

We are using 20 outfield players split into two teams 
of ten. Play starts with a pass from the coach and 
the teams try to score by dribbling or passing through 
the gates. The game is directional, so teams can 
only score by going forwards through the gates. The 
attacking team cannot go through a gate if a defender 
is standing in front of it – this is the press. 

Offsides apply so the defending team can work on 
the compactness and depth of the back line. The 
gates are situated in three different areas to give 
reference to the players’ positions. The two highest 
gates are for the forwards, the two deepest gates are 
for the defenders and the gates on the halfway line 
are for forwards, midfielders or defenders. 

We run this activity for 20 minutes.

What are the key things to look out for?
We want to see the nearest player to the ball pressing. 
We also need to see cover and support from players 
to the side, behind and in front.

It’s important that we see compactness from the 
units and good communication on the ball, around it 
and away from it.

My outcome for the session is to ensure players 
understand how to press within the team. The key 

information that should be given to the pressing 
players as a trigger is: in the attacking half the 
opposition should be shown inside, while in the 
defending half they should be shown outside.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Typical mistakes made during the activity include 
players allowing the distances between the units to 
get too big, which then makes it easier for the 
attacking team to play forwards. 

Compactness is important and if the forwards are 
pressing, then the defenders need to ensure they are 
not too deep. Another important thing to look out 
for is the role of the supporting defender; players 
are generally good at being the initial presser but the 
supporting player is sometimes too far away to make 
an impact on the initial press.

How would I put this in a game situation?
Using the same playing area as the previous activity, 
the cones now come out and the goals are set up at 
each end. The players would now compete in a game 
with normal rules [not shown]. 

With no reference points on the pitch, the players are 
guided by the first presser to ensure support and depth 
is correct. Communication is important and often 
players are a lot louder and more vocal than usual.

Play starts with a pass 
from the coach 

Teams try to score by 
dribbling or passing forward 
through the gates in the 
direction they are attacking

The attacking team 
cannot go through a gate 
if a defender is standing 
in front of it 
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