
Perfect Defending – 67 easy to coach drills for marking, tackling and blocking

Defending in twos

Front, right, back, left  

The game lasts for four balls and includes a 2v2 
attack facing the goal, facing away from the goal 
and crosses from both the left and right wings.

The set up
Area:  30x50 yards
Equipment:  6 cones, 4 balls, 1 goal

The steps
1.  The goalkeeper throws the ball out to the two 

central attackers. The defenders must run and 
defend 2v2. 

2.  The passer on the right plays a ball down the 

box. The defenders must adjust their position to 
defend the cross.

3.  The coach passes a ball from the back of the 
pitch for a 2v2 with the attackers facing away 
from the goal. 

4.  The left passer plays a ball down the line for the 

again adjust their positions.

What to call out
  “React to each ball”
  “Always stay on your feet and delay play”
  “Force play wide, track runners on crosses”

The second and fourth attacks come from crosses.

attackers with their backs to goal.
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Defending in twos

2v1/1v2 continuous  

When coaching this drill concentrate on the team 
of two. We know that they will attack together as a 
team but do they defend together? Do the players 
react quickly and communicate? Which player 
pressures the ball?

The set up
Area:  30x30 yards
Equipment:  3 cones, 6 balls, 1 goal

The steps
1. The black team starts by attacking 2v1 against 

the white defender. 

2. Now the white team must attack 1v2 and the 
two black players that started the drill must 
react to become defenders.

3. The game works continuously for a set time 
period. Ensure that all players have the 
opportunity to defend 1v2 and 2v1.

What to call out
  “Work together to score”
  “React to the next ball”
  “Work together to defend”

The black defenders have an advantage as they can work 
as a pair.
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Defending in twos

2v1 defend well and receive the reward  

This drill shows defenders that by working together 
to stop the attack they will be rewarded with a 
chance to attack their opponent.

The set up
Area:  50x30 yards
Equipment:  1 ball, 2 goals

The steps
1. The coach starts the drill by passing into the 

attacker who is on the central line and the 
attacker attempts to score in a 1v2 situation. 

2.  The defenders must pressure and try to stop the 
attacker. If they manage to win possession of the 
ball then we do not want the defenders to just 
kick the ball to safety. 

3.  Once in possession the defenders attack the 
opposite goal 2v1 against the attacker’s team 
mate. However, if both defenders attack 2v1 and 
then lose the ball, the lone attacker can pass 
back to his team mate in the other half of the 
pitch for a free shot at goal. 

What to call out
  “Nearest to pressure”
  “Work together to win the ball”
  “Attack quickly and score a goal”

One of the white team players receives the ball and attacks 
1v2.

The defenders win the ball and can now launch a counter 
attack.

Their reward for defending well is a 2v1 attack. Can the 
defender win the ball back when outnumbered?
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Defending in twos

Recovery run  

This drill replicates a game situation where your 
attack breaks down and the team has to defend 

important in delaying play and blocking passing 
options to buy the defence valuable time.

The set up
Area:  30x30 yards
Equipment:  3 cones, 3 balls, 1 goal

The steps
1. Divide your players into two teams with an 

attacking team split between two starting points 
and a defending team starting at the bottom of 
the area. 

2.  The deepest defender must pass a ball to one of 
the attackers and a 2v2 commences. However, 
due to the deepest defender’s position the 
attackers have a temporary 2v1 advantage. In 
this situation the defender must try to delay play 
and let his team mate recover to get back behind 
the ball.

3.  Can the defender then pressure and isolate this 
player to allow his team mate to recover and 
into a good defensive position? 

What to call out
  “Can you delay the play?”
  “Cut off the passing option”
  “Allow your team mate to recover”

The defender passes out wide to start the drill.

The second defender moves down to pressure the attacker.

The starting defender makes a recovery run to provide 
cover and cut off the passing option.
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Defending in twos

Support from deep  

Does one player go to mark him? Or, do the 
defenders wait until the pass is made?

The set up
Area:  40x20 yards
Equipment:  3 cones, 1 ball, 2 goals

The steps
1. The goalkeeper throws the ball into the attacker 

who has their back to goal. The defenders must 
allow the attacker to have one touch before they 
can tackle. 

join the attacker and a 2v2 game commences.

3.  The defenders must adjust their positions 

prevent the opposition from scoring.

What to call out
  “Stop the turn”
  
  “Be patient, delay play and force a mistake”

The attacker receives the ball with his back to goal.

A team mate runs out to join the attacker.

The defenders must adjust their positions to account for the 
late run.
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Defending in twos

2v2v2 continuous  

This continuous game gives the teams valuable 
experience of defending 2v2 situations in and 
around the penalty box. The only way to win this 
game is by winning possession of the ball and then 
counter-attacking the opposite goal.

The set up
Area:  50x30 yards
Equipment:  3 balls, 2 goals

The steps
1. The black team starts by receiving a ball from 

the coach and attacking one of the goals. 

2. If successful they receive a second ball from the 
coach and attack the other goal. 

3. However, if tackled, the roles are reversed and 
the defending team breaks out to receive a ball 
and counter attack. 

What to call out
  “Put pressure on the ball”
  “Cover around each other”
  “Win the ball and you get to attack”

The team on the central line gets the game underway.

The black shorts are unable to stop the attack.

The black team attacks the top goal but the white 
defenders tackle and break out to attack the bottom goal.
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Defending in twos

2v2 continuous defend from crosses  

Using a channel down one side of the pitch ensures 
that players experience crosses coming from both 
the right and left sides of the pitch. When playing 
in attack, what do the players learn that they can 
use in defence?

The set up
Area:  50x30 yards
Equipment:  1 cone, 3 balls, 2 goals

The steps
1. One team is nominated to work as the two 

neutral crossers in the outside crossing alley. 
One team starts in each half of the pitch whilst 
the remaining team starts on the centre line. 

2.  To start, the coach passes into the central team 
who must combine to play out wide to the 
crosser. The team must now attack the cross and 
attempt to score. 

3.  If successful, they receive a 2nd ball and attack 
in the opposite direction. If they are tackled, the 
defenders break out for their turn to attack from 
a cross in the opposite direction. 

What to call out
  “Make sure you can see the man and the ball”
  “Track the runners”
  “Height and distance on clearances”

The starting team moves the ball wide to a crosser.

The defending team takes up good positions and cut out 
the cross.

The white team can now pass to the other crosser and 
attack the right goal.
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Defending in twos

Defend the dribble, defend the cross  

The players are given two defending situations to 
prepare for and then execute successfully in order 
to stop the attack.

The set up
Area:  55x30 yards with 25x5 yard wings
Equipment:  3 balls, 2 goals 

The steps
1. One team works as the crossers and go into the 

two crossing alleys. One team starts in each half 
of the pitch and the remaining team starts in the 
central zone. 

2. To start, the coach passes to the central team 
who attack the goal of their choice. The 
defenders in the bottom half of the pitch have a 
straight 2v2 battle.

3. The defenders in the top half have to contend 
with the addition of the two crossers who add 
more attacking options. When one crosser is 
about to cross the other crosser can come out of 
the alley and try to help the team score. 

What to call out
  “Pressure the ball”
  “Force play away from goal”
  “Track your man on crosses”

Crossing alleys are only used in one half of this pitch for 
this drill.

The black team dribbles to attack the bottom goal.

The grey team defends successfully. The white team now 
has to defend from a cross against the grey team.
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Defending in twos

Crossways  

This continuous drill is played at match speed 
with the teams switching from attack to defence 
immediately. The players will arrive at different 
angles and speeds which makes each attack 
unpredictable. 

The set up
Area:  25x25 yards
Equipment:  6 balls, 2 goals

The steps
1. Each team attacks the goal they are facing 2v2 

and then turns to defend the other goal.

2.  This drill ensures that players practice defending 
from different angles, speeds and levels of 
fatigue due to the attack that has just taken 
place. 

wins the ball, the goalkeeper saves, or a goal is 
scored. The game runs continuously.

What to call out
  “Attack 2v2”
  “Now react to defend”
  “Stop the shot”

The white team defends 2v2 and makes the challenge.

The failed attackers adjust their position to defend an 
attack on their own goal.

The attacks alternate direction, forcing constant 
repositioning from the defenders.
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Defending in twos

Defend the dribble, defend the cross – crossways  

Each team has to attack and defend different 
situations. The attacking element is important as 
it disrupts the starting positions on defence and 
ensures the players have to react quickly and 
communicate in order to defend successfully.

The set up
Area:  25x25 yards with 25x5 yards channel
Equipment:  5 cones, 6 balls, 2 goals

The steps
1. The black team start by defending a cross 

against the white team.

2.  The white team now turns to defend an attack 
on the other goal from two new black players.

3 The black attackers now become defenders with 
two new white players entering to attack  
a cross.

After a set time period rotate the three teams so 
that they experience all positions of the game. 

What to call out
  “Height and distance on clearances”
  “Pressure and defend the dribble”
  “Stay with your player, stop shots on goal”

The black team defends a cross from the white team.

Now the white team must react to defend an attack from 
two new black attackers.

Now it’s the black team who must adjust to defend a cross 
for the white attackers.
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Defending in twos

Around the world  

This drill ensures that players arrive onto the pitch 
at different angles, speeds and levels of fatigue due 
to the attack that has just taken place.

The set up
Area:  25x25 yards
Equipment:  6 cones, 5 balls, 3 goals

The steps
1. With goals on three sides of the pitch the teams 

defend the goal occupied by their goalkeeper 
and attack the goal they are facing. The white 
team starts by defending their goal.

2.  Next, the black team adjusts its position to 
defend their goal against the grey attackers.

attackers switch to defend against the white 
team. 

Play for a set time and rotate the teams to start in 
each position.

What to call out
  “React quickly to defending”
  “Reposition quickly”
  “Remember, nearest to pressure, next to cover”

With three goals the attacks come from a range of 
directions.

After the black team has defended the top goal they 
defend the goal on the left.

To complete the round the white team attacks the grey 
goal on the right.
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Defending in twos

Around the world crossing game  

Now the players must react from crosses rather 
than a dribbling attack.

The set up
Area:  25x25 yards
Equipment:  6 cones, 3 balls, 3 goals

The steps
1. With goals on three sides of the pitch the teams 

defend the goal occupied by their goalkeeper 
and attack the goal they are facing. The white 
team starts by defending their goal from a cross.

2.  Next, the black team adjusts its position to 
defend its goal against a cross for the black 
shorts attackers.

shorts attackers switch to defend a cross against 
the white team. 

Play for a set time and rotate the teams to start in 
each position.

What to call out
  “React to defending”
  “Make sure you can see the ball and your man”
  “Track the runners and clear the cross”

Defenders will do well to keep reacting in this fast paced 
game. The black team attacks the top goal.

They then turn to defend their own goal against the grey 
team.

The  grey team must then defend the right goal from a 
cross for the white team.
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Defending in twos

5v2 three goal defend 

The defenders must work to their maximum in 
order to pressure their opponents and block 
shooting opportunities.

The set up
Area:  30x30 yards 
Equipment:  3 poles, 1 ball

The steps
1. The pitch has three goals marked out by a 

triangle of poles which the defending team 
(goalkeeper and two defenders) must defend 
from the 5 attackers.

2.  The attacking team attempts to pass the 
ball quickly in order to create a goal scoring 
opportunity.

3.  The defending team must work as a unit, 
pressing the ball and constantly re-positioning in 
order to stop the attackers scoring.

What to call out
  “Work together”
  “Cut out the options”
  “Goalkeeper must communicate”

The interesting layout of goals will test your defenders 
decision making.

The defenders will have to move quickly and hedge their 
bets as to where the ball will be played.

The defenders will do well to get in many blocks like  
this one.
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However, the principles behind defending in groups also apply to forwards who must close down the 
opposition’s defence when they are in possession of the ball. 

Therefore the number of players involved in each drill will be determined by the formation that your 

With this in mind we have made each practice adaptable for you and your group of players. 

When defending in groups it is important that the players work together as a unit to stop the 
opponent. This means that the players must support each other verbally and positionally even if they 
are not directly involved in attempting to win back the ball. The nearest player pressing whilst the 
others give support 

It is vitally important that players remain disciplined when defending as a unit. If one player goes 
chasing the opponents alone they will easily be able to go past them and break the defensive 
structure. In this situation, one defender is often taken out of the game and the opponent now has 
an overload situation. This spells “danger” for any team of players regardless of their abilities as 
individuals. 

Key factors:

  Nearest to pressure, next to cover, next to support and add depth
  Movement to block passing channels
  Transition to attack when winning back possession
  Face the attacker towards your team mates
  Communicate with team mates

SECTION 3                                                      Defending in small groups
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Defending in small groups

Group defending technique  

This drill develops the understanding of pressure, 
support and depth when defending in 3s.

The set up
Area:  20x20 yards with 10x20 yard end   
  zones
Equipment:  3 cones, 3 mannequins

The steps
On the coach’s call the players must take up the 
correct defensive shape. 

1.  Left – the left defender pressures and shows 
inside, the central defender supports and stops 
the forward pass, the furthest defender gives 
support to the central player and provides depth. 

2.  Centre – the central defender pressures the 
ball while the two wide defenders take up 
supporting positions behind and to either side to 
stop the forward pass.

3.  Right – the right defender pressures and shows 
inside, the central defender supports and stops 
the forward pass, the furthest defender gives 
support to the central player and provides depth. 

What to call out
  “React to the call”
  “Pressure”
  “Cover, depth”

from left to right.

In a central position the two supporting defenders position 
behind and to either side of the pressuring defender.

Finally, the right side mannequin is shown inside.

KEY Player Movement      Ball Movement

38

2

1

3

1                            2                             3 

1                            2                             3 

1                            2                             3 



Perfect Defending – 67 easy to coach drills for marking, tackling and blocking

Defending in small groups

Group defending skill 

This drill develops the understanding of pressure, 
support and depth when defending in 3s and then 
gives your players a chance to show their newly 
learnt skills.

The set up
Area:  20x20 yards with 10x10 end zones 
Equipment:  3 cones, 3 mannequins, 1 target goal

The steps
1.  The defending team completes the defending 

technique task. 

2.  The coach passes a ball to the attacking team at 
the opposite end. 

3.  Immediately, the defenders must run onto the 
pitch and use the group defending technique  
to stop the opponents from scoring in their  
target goal. 

After each game the roles are reversed. 

What to call out
  “React to the call”
  “Get the right shape”
  “React to defend”

The coach can call for any of the defending positions to 
begin (this time left).

On completion of the technique the coach serves a ball to 
the attacking team.

The defending team must use their defensive techniques to 
stop a goal.
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Defending in small groups

Group defending game

This drill develops the understanding of pressure, 
support and depth when defending. The game 
situation will see possession being won and 
lost. How do the players react and re-organise 
themselves to defend?

The set up
Area:  20x20 yards with 10x20 yards    
  end zones
Equipment:  6 cones, 2 target goals, 1 ball,  
  6 mannequins

The steps
1. The two teams have to complete the group 

defending technique tasks.

2.  The coach passes a ball to the team that shows 
the best defensive shape in the technique work.

3.  Immediately both teams must run onto the pitch 
and now use their new techniques in a “live” 
environment to win the game. 

What to call out
  “React to call”
  “Get correct shape”
  “React to game”

The coach calls for the technique. Both teams do not have 
to take the same positions.

The coach serves the ball to the team showing the best 
positioning.

Both teams must use their techniques in a game situation. 
Here the white team shows the attacking team inside.
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Defending in small groups

2v3 – attack

The defenders must use their overload advantage 
in order to pressure the opponent into a mistake 
and win back possession.

The set up
Area:  30x30 yards
Equipment:  3 cones, 1 goal, 3 balls

The steps
1. Each attacking pair has two attacks. Therefore, 

in the game illustrated the defenders have to 
defend 6 attacks in total.

2.  The game works continuously with the attackers 
trying to score in a 2v3 situation. 

3.  After each ball is completed the next pair of 
attackers immediately enters the pitch. This 
ensures that the defenders continuously switch 
on to the next ball. 

What to call out
  “Nearest to pressure”
  “Does he have support?”
  “Stay with the runner”

The defending group faces 6 attacks with a 3v2 advantage.

The correct technique should make this practice very 
straightforward for the defending team.

The defenders must switch on to a new attack when the 
ball goes “dead”.
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Defending in small groups

2v3 with wide players 

The defenders must try to stop the wide pass as 
this cancels out their overload advantage. If the 
ball moves wide the nearest defender must try to 
block the cross.

The set up
Area:  30 x 50 yards with 5 x 50 yards   
  crossing alleys
Equipment:  3 balls, 1 goal

The steps
1. In this game there are two wide players who 

play outside of the pitch. The wide players are 
allowed two touches on the ball to cross or pass 
onto the pitch. 

2.  The nearest defender is allowed to go and block 
the cross. However, he is not allowed to go into 
the wide player’s zone.

3.  The defending group must retain their shape 
when faced with an attack from a different 
approach.

What to call out
  “Nearest to pressure”
  “Stop crosses coming into the box”
  “Track your runners”

The attacking team move the ball wide to one the crossing 
alleys.

The nearest defender must move towards the channel to 
try and block the cross.

The remaining defenders have tracked the attackers’ runs 
and can clear the ball.
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Defending in small groups

Conductor

The two teams must defend their end zone. The 
“conductor” of the defence communicates what 
actions his team mates should take. This builds 

 
when defending.

The set up
Area:  20x30 yards with sweepers 10 yards   
  behind
Equipment:  Supply of balls

The steps
1. Divide your players into two teams with one 

player on each team nominated to be the 
defensive “conductor”. This player goes off the 
pitch and must communicate to their team mates 
and give defensive instructions. 

2.  The aim of the game is to prevent your 
opponents from dribbling into end zone. 

3.  The conductor provides verbal support to their 
team mates. “Get tight”, “someone support”, 
“get goal side”, “show inside” etc. All players 
should have a turn as the conductor.

What to call out
  “Nearest to pressure”
  “Squeeze across to stop the forward pass”
  “Communicate”

The conductors will learn a lot about group technique by 
watching and controlling their team mates.

The black team’s conductor correctly tells his team mates to 
show the player in possession inside where he has support.

Having lost the ball the white players are instructed to get 
goal side.
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Defending in small groups

Sweeper game  

If the communication is poor or the defenders 
don’t listen to their sweeper, the attackers will 
breakthrough into a 1v1 situation.

The set up
Area:  60x30 yards
Equipment:  2 goals, supply of balls

The steps
1. One player on each team is nominated to be the 

defensive “conductor”. This player goes into  
the end zone and must communicate to their 
team mates. 

2.  The game begins with the coach passing to 
one of the teams. The conductor provides 
verbal support to their team mates. “Get tight”, 
“someone support”, “get goal side”, “show 
inside” etc. 

3.  If the attacking team gets past their opponent’s 
defence the conductor acts as sweeper in a  
1v1 situation. 

All players should have a turn as the conductor.

What to call out
  “Stop forward play”
  “Communicate”
  “Be ready to defend 1v1”

The sweeper acts as the last line of defence and 
coordinates the players in front of him.

The sweeper correctly instructs his team mates to show the 
attacker inside.

However, the attacker breaks through, the sweeper must 
now step in to prevent a goal scoring opportunity.
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Defending in small groups

3v3v3 defend the line 

The nearest player must pressure the ball whilst the 
others stop a forward pass. This drill is very useful 

into attackers.

The set up
Area:  30x20 yards
Equipment:  1 ball

The steps
1.  One team of players starts in each half, the other 

starts on the central line and must try to stop 
passes crossing the line. 

2.  The players on the two outside teams are only 
allowed to use two touches of the ball before 
passing to each other or across to the opposite 
side. One player from the central team can apply 
pressure in each half.

3.  The team defending the middle line must stick 
together and shift across the line to ensure that 
they cover all the gaps and stop passes. If they 
stop a pass then they switch positions with the 
team that lost possession. 

What to call out
  
  “Work together”
  “Stop balls being played through”

One of the grey team players pressures the ball and forces 
a mistake.

The white team now tries to defend but play is switched.

The white team must quickly get into position to win back 
possession from the black team.
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Defending in small groups

3v3v3 defend from the front

If forwards work together the team will win the 
ball back nearer the opponent’s goal and have a 
greater chance to score. They must get their shape 
before looking to pressure for the ball otherwise 
they will continuously have to run.

The set up
Area:  40X30 yards
Equipment:  2 goals, 1 ball

The steps
1. The goalkeeper rolls out to the defenders who 

must make three passes in a 4v3 situation (3 
defenders and goalkeeper) before passing to the 
opposite team. 

2.  If a successful pass is made to the opposite team 
then the defending team must regroup and run 
into the other half to try and win the ball close 
to the opposite goal. 

3.  If the defending team manage to win possession 
then the roles are reversed and they can go on 
the attack. 

What to call out
  “Work together”
  “Stop the forward pass”
  “Isolate the defender in possession”

The grey team pressures close to their opponent’s goal but 
are unable to win the ball back.

The defenders switch halves and try to pressure close to 
the goal again.

The grey team intercept the ball and can now try to score 
in the black team’s goal.
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Defending in small groups

Nearest defender to pressure 

The nearest defender must pressure the ball quickly 
to isolate the player in possession. The other 
defenders must take up support positions and, if 
needed, mark the 2nd attacker closely.

The set up
Area:  30 x 50 yards
Equipment:  4 cones, 4 balls, 1 goal

The steps
1. The coach calls a number and that player 

dribbles into the area to attack with their  
team mate.

2.  The defenders must react quickly with the 
nearest defender putting pressure on the ball 
and the remaining defenders providing cover.

3.  If the defenders win the ball back, then that 
attack is complete and the dribbling player  
takes the place of the initial attacker for the  
next attack.

What to call out
  “Nearest player must pressure”
  “Force play away from goal”
  “Track the runner”

The coach calls for an attacker to dribble in and join their 
team mate.

The nearest defender moves out to pressure and forces 
a mistake.

The coach calls for the next attacker and the defenders 
must reorganize.
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Defending in small groups

Defending overload  

The defenders must defend each situation correctly 
depending on the numbers of attackers they face. 
The skills learnt in previous drills are now put into 
action in quick succession.

The set up
Area:  30x30 yards
Equipment:  5 balls, 1 goal

The steps

attacks with an additional attacker dribbling into 
the area: 

 
 3v1 – defender’s advantage 

3v2 – defender’s advantage 
3v3 – equal 
3v4 – attacker’s advantage 
3v5 – attacker’s advantage 

2.  The defenders should start by pressing as a 
group and become more patient and more 
tactical - defending high and together - as more 
attackers enter the game. 

goals scored and select three new defenders. 

What to call out
  “Pressure the ball”
  “Work together”
  “React to the different circumstances”

The defending team gets off to a straightforward start 
against one attacker.

evenly matched.

must stick to their proper techniques if they are to stand a 
chance.
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Perfect Defending – 67 easy to coach drills for marking, tackling and blocking

Defending in small groups

Multi-ball overload  

This multi-ball drill forces the defenders to 
communicate and defend quickly, reacting to help 
their team mates after each ball is played.

The set up
Area:  30x30 yards
Equipment:  6 balls, 1 goal

The steps
1. The three defenders have to react to various 

attacks consisting of different numbers of 
players and balls:

1 attacker, 1 ball 
2 attackers, 2 balls 
3 attackers, 3 balls 

2.  How do the defenders react to the different 
situations? 

3.  After the attacks are complete, count the goals 
scored and then rotate the defenders. 

What to call out
  “Pressure the ball”
  “React to each attack”
  “Recover and help team mates”

The defenders should easily stop the lone attacker.

The addition of a second attacker and a second ball means 
the supporting defender must cover both attacks.

attackers before picking them off one by one.
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