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

Defending in small groups

3v3 in the box 

The players must mark man-to-man and look to be 
strong, making tackles and blocks to stop shots  
on goal.

The set up
Area:  Penalty area
Equipment:  3 cones, 6 balls, 1 goal

The steps
1. Two teams work inside the area with one team 

attacking and the other defending. The third 
team go outside the box and take up different 
positions with two balls to each player.

2.  The attacking team receives a ball from outside 
the area and try to score a goal.

3.  The game last for 6 balls depending on number 
of players in each team. 

After the 6 balls are completed rotate the teams. 

What to call out
  “Stay with your man”
  “Stop turns and shots”
  “Force away from goal”

The defending team take up good marking positions.

The central defender saves his team mate who had 
temporarily lost his attacker.

Balls should be served quickly to keep a frantic “penalty 
area pace” to the game.
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Defending in small groups

3 goal 3v3  

This game improves man-to-man marking, tracking 
runners, dealing with players dribbling in a 1v1, 
sliding across to help team mates and much more.

The set up
Area:  25x30 yards
Equipment:  6 target goals, 1 ball

The steps
1. Split your players into 4 teams, with the resting 

teams working as goalkeepers for the two teams 
that are playing. 

2.  The defending team tries to win the ball and 
can attack any of the 3 goals defended by its 
opponent.

3.  The teams play 3v3 for one goal then the teams 
rotate so that each team has a chance to play 
against each other.

What to call out
  “Nearest must pressure”
  “Support positions”
  “Stop shots, force play backwards or sideways”

Four teams are on the pitch. The white team attack the 
bottom goals.

The black team breaks out to attack the top goals, the 
white team rests.

counter-attack rather than stopping the drill and bringing in 
new teams.
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Defending in small groups

4v4 dribble or pass 

This game is designed to develop a deep defence 
that invite attacks in order to quickly counter 
attack.

The set up
Area:  25x30 yards
Equipment:  12 cones, 1 ball

The steps
1. Two teams of four players play a game and each 

team has a different way of scoring.

2.  The white team drops back to defend their three 
yellow goals. The black team is aiming to dribble 
through the gates in order to score.

3.  If the white team win possession then their aim 
is to quickly make a pass forward and through 
one of the black team’s gates. This represents 
winning the ball in a game and then making a 

What to call out
  “Force play towards team mates”
  “Be disciplined”
  “Don’t get attracted to the ball, stay with  

your man”

Each team has a different way to score in this gate game.

The black team must dribble through a gate to score  
a point. 

The white team must pass the ball through a gate to score 
a point.
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your team’s needs and the tactics you apply. 

Team tactics both in are in the majority of cases devised by the coach or management team and can 
be complex, taking weeks to develop on the training ground, or simple set of basic rules. 

Some of the things that coaches have to make decisions on whether their team should: 

  
  Hold a deep line which invites opponents on to counter attack
  Always show players inside or sometimes show them outside 
  Mark zonally or man-to-man?
  Play an offside trap or stay with your runners 

Factors that may determine how you defend include the types of players at your disposal, the 
formation played, whether you are playing at home or away, and the opponent you are playing 
against.

However, some key factors will remain the same no matter what the circumstance: 

  Reacting quickly to losing possession 
  Working hard individually 
  Working as a team 
  Maintaining concentration 
  Constant communication 
  The ability to attack when the ball is regained 

SECTION 4                                                      Team defending
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Team defending

Shape walk through

This type of walk through practice is essential for 
a coach to get across their ideas to the players in a 
slow, but informative way. It also gives chances for 
the coach and players to ask / answer questions on 
areas they are unsure about.

The set up
Area:  ¾ pitch
Equipment:  Cones to represent opponents

The steps
1. Lay out the opposing team’s shape using cones.

2.  Then with your players in your own formation do 
a walkthrough of pressure/shape depending on 
which opposing player has the ball.

3.  Once comfortable with the walkthrough the 
coach should now be able to call out the 
position of the ball and the team quickly takes 
up the defensive shape as shown in the diagram 
example (4-4-2 v 4-4-2).

What to call out
  “Take up the correct position relative to the ball”
  “React to the next position called”
  “Get into shape”

KEY Player Movement      Ball Movement

Lay out your opponent’s formation.

In this example the right back has possession.

The ball is with the centre forward and the players adjust 
their positions.

53

2

1

3

KEEP PLAY ONE SIDE 

DROP INTO HOLE 
CUT MIDFIELDERS SPACE 

SLIDE ACROSS 

SLIDE ACROSS 

RIGHT BACK AROUND 

CENTRE BACK SHIFT 

READY TO 
PRESSURE PASS 

STOPS BALL 
INTO FORWARD 

STOP WIDE PASS 

NEAREST CENTRE 
BACK COVER THE CHANNEL 

DROP OFF

CAN YOU WIN 
FROM FRONT?

DROP OFF

COVER 
AROUND GO TIGHT COVER 

AROUND



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

Team defending

Make play predictable 

This drill helps the team to make the pitch small 
when not in possession of the ball. If used enough, 
the players will be able to see the zones in their 
minds when playing in a real match and squeezing 
of space will be natural.

The set up
Area:  ¾ pitch
Equipment:  4 cones, 1 ball 

The steps
1. When the ball is central all players try to be 

inside the central zone. This stops the ball being 
played through the centre of the team and 
makes play predictable as the pass now has to 
go right or left. 

2. Once that pass has been made then everybody 
shifts into the central zone and the zone the pass 
is made into. Now the team must squeeze up 
and keep the ball inside this zone, again making 
the pitch small and play predictable.

3. The movements are mirrored when the ball 
moves into the opposite zone.

What to call out
  “React to the ball’s position”
  “Shift across quickly”
  “Make the pitch small”

Play switching and the players move across.

KEY Player Movement      Ball Movement

With all players in the central zone the ball must go wide.

Nobody should be in the left zone when the ball is  
played wide.
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Team defending

Full team pressure

All players must be switched on and concentrating. 
They must stay on their feet and pressure their 
opponent quickly to force them to pass backwards 
or sideways.

The set up
Area:  ½ pitch
Equipment:  1 ball, 2 goals 

The steps
1. The attacking team starts the practice with their 

goalkeeper in possession of the ball.

2.  The defending team does not have a goalkeeper 
and therefore must apply full pressure on their 
opponent in order to stop them getting time on 
the ball. Otherwise all the attackers have to do 
is get their head up and knock the ball into the 
open net. 

3.  The defenders must close the space quickly 
and force the opponent to play sideways or 
backwards. The whole group must slide across 
together when the ball is down one side of the 
pitch or push up if the ball is played backwards.

What to call out
  “Get their head down”
  “Stop the forward pass”
  “Make the pitch small and force a mistake”

They force the attacker’s to switch the ball.

KEY Player Movement      Ball Movement

The goalkeeper passes out to start the drill.

The defending team applies pressure.

55

2

1

3



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

Team defending

Block the passing options

This drill improves how your team block the 
opponent’s passing options into their attackers.

The set up
Area:  ¾ pitch
Equipment:  1 goal, 4 target goals, supply of balls 

The steps
1. The attacking team continuously receives balls 

from the coach and looks to attack and score a 
goal.

2.  The defending team must stop them doing this 
by pressing as a group to block passing options 
and limit space and time for the player on the 
ball. 

3. The ultimate aim is to win possession of the ball 
and then score in one of the four target goals.

What to call out
  “Put pressure on the ball”
  “Block the pass options”
  “Win the ball and attack quickly”

Doing so will enable them to win possession and score.

KEY Player Movement      Ball Movement

The defending team has to work hard to block the  
passing options.

They must adjust their positions as a whole unit.
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Team defending

Balls into the forwards feet 

do when a ball is successfully played into the 

react and secondly how to defend this situation.

The set up
Area:  ½ pitch
Equipment:  1 ball, 1 goal 

The steps

two attackers. The defending team has four 

between themselves. The defenders and 

the coaches whistle a free pass is made into the 
forwards feet. now the game is “live”.

space to win the ball. It is important that the 
other defenders also close in on the ball giving 
the player in possession little option other than 
to pass backwards or lose the ball. 

What to call out
  “Stop the ball into the forwards by forcing play 

wide”
  “Can we win the ball from the front”
  “Stop the attackers turning and force the 

backward pass”

The defenders must close on the attackers and isolate from 

KEY Player Movement      Ball Movement

The attacking team waits for the starting whistle.

The attackers receive the ball to feet.
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Team defending

Dealing with long balls 

Dealing with a direct style of play is very hard 
as it forces your players to deal with lots of 
physical confrontation and aerial battles. It is 
vitally important your players understand how to 
react to this type of pressure and are aware that 
communication is crucial.

The set up
Area:  ½ pitch
Equipment:  3 cones, 3 balls, 1 goal 

The steps
1. The defenders must push high and get close 

together. 

2. As the ball is played the defenders must decide 
on who is going to challenge for the ball. The 
other defenders must drop around this player 
and cover ready for the ball to drop.

3. The three servers take it in turns to play aerial 
passes and the defenders must stop the attacker 
by winning the initial header or picking up the 
second ball. 

What to call out
  “Get together”
  “Drop as ball is played”
  “Who is attacking the ball, where is the cover?”

prevent an attack.

KEY Player Movement      Ball Movement

The defenders push high and defend narrow.

A defender takes responsibility to challenge for the header.
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Team defending

Long ball game

This game progresses from the previous one and 
now looks at how you can relieve the pressure 
on your defence by pressuring and blocking the 
opponents long passes. In addition, it is vitally 

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

The steps
1. One group of defenders has the ball and 

combines before playing a longer ball into the 
pair of forwards. The defenders must try to clear 
the ball out of their half. 

2.  Once the ball is played (goal scored or ball 
leaves the pitch), the coach passes a ball onto 
the pitch to restart the practice.

pressure the defenders to affect the quality of 
the ball forward.

What to call out
  “Get together and then drop off as a group”
  “Communicate on who is attacking the ball, 

other must cover”
  

The black attacker puts pressure on the pass and forces a 
mistake.

KEY Player Movement      Ball Movement

The black team starts with a long ball to the forwards.

The white team organises and clears the danger.
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A key secret I use when planning my sessions is to ensure that I start and end the session with a  
fun practice.
 
The aim of this method is to ensure that all players are integrated into the session, communicating 
with each other and warmed up for the practices ahead. This way, at the end of the session they are 
going home happy and really looking forward to the next one.
 

of the teams I coach. 
 
This is especially important when working on defending. The way in which you put across the theme 
of the session will often dictate the energy and effort of your players. 
 
By starting with a fun game you can slowly build the defending techniques and mindset through 
laughter and enjoyment. 
 
Key factors
 

  Get every player involved in the practice
  Encourage hard work
  Try to make the games competitive amongst individuals or teams
  Include a fun forfeit for the losers (10 seconds singing or dancing)

SECTION 5                                                      Fun defending games
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Fun defending games

Race to block

This drill works on reactive speed and forces the 
players to work at match speed in order to  
be successful.

The set up
Area:  25x25 yards
Equipment:  3 poles, 3 balls, 1 goal

The steps
1. Split your players into two lines, with one 

line acting as defenders and one line as the 
attackers.

2.  The players pass the ball back and forth. On  
the coaches’ whistle, they quickly run around 
their poles. 

 
the defender must try to clear the ball or block 
the shot.

What to call out
  “React”
  “Get in line with the ball”
  “Stop the shot”

The players pass the ball back and forth.

On the coaches shout they race around their poles.

The defender recovers in time to block the shot.

KEY Player Movement      Ball Movement
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Fun defending games

Defend the area

To be effective the defenders should isolate the 
attacker they are going to stop and then work 
together in order to win the ball.

The set up
Area:  30x20 yards
Equipment:  8 balls

The steps
1. Nominate a player to start as the defender or for 

larger groups in a bigger area you may wish to 
use two defenders.

2.  The attackers attempt to dribble across the area 
to the opposite side while the defenders must 
try to stop them by tackling or clearing the ball.

3.  If the attacker is tackled then they become a 
defender for the next game which begins from 
the other side.

What to call out
  “Who are you going to tackle?”
  “Pressure quickly”
  “Stay on your feet to win the ball”

The two defenders face an army of attackers.

One defender makes a successful tackle. The other 
attackers escape.

The tackled player joins the defender for the next game in 
the opposite direction.

KEY Player Movement      Ball Movement
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Fun defending games

Fox and hound 

The defenders must be light on their toes in order 
to react quickly to the attacker’s movement.

The set up
Area:  10x10 yards
Equipment:  5 cones, 4 balls

The steps
1. Two players jog on the spot at the middle cone, 

one is the fox and one is the hound.

2.  When the fox is ready he quickly attempts to run 
and knock a ball off of one of the cones.

3.  The hound attempts to catch the fox and tag him 
before he can knock the ball off.

What to call out
  “Be on your toes”
  “React quickly”
  “Stop the attacker”

The fox (white) and hound (black) start at the central cone.

The fox makes a break to reach one of the outside cones.

The hound catches the fox before he reaches the ball.

KEY Player Movement      Ball Movement
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Fun defending games

The shield 

The players with a ball must shield and defend 
for their life whilst the defender without a ball 
competes hard to win possession. The different 
sizes and strengths of your players ensure each 
physical battle is different and a good learning 
opportunity for your players.

The set up
Area:  10 yard diameter circle
Equipment:  6 cones, 6 balls

The steps
1. One player is nominated as the defender. The 

other players go around the outside of the area 
and place their ball onto a cone.

2.  The defender must try and knock a ball off one 
of the players’ cones while the players use their 
body to shield and protect the ball.

3.  If the defender is successful in knocking the ball 
away then the roles are reversed with the player 
now becoming the new defender.

What to call out
  “Be strong”
  “Use your arms and body”
  “Protect the ball”

The players shield their balls around a circle.

The defender uses his strength to knock a ball off of a cone.

The defeated player now has to challenge one of the  
other players.

KEY Player Movement      Ball Movement
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Fun defending games

King of the ring

This practice forces the players to be very clever 
in their movements as they have to protect their 
own ball at the same time as trying to remove their 
opponent’s ball from the game.

The set up
Area:  25x25 yards
Equipment:  Ball each

The steps
1. Each player has a ball and dribbles around  

the area.

2.  Players attempt to kick an opponent’s ball out of 
the area while at the same time protecting their 
own ball from being stolen and kicked out.

3.  If your ball is kicked out then you are out of the 
game. The last player left inside the area is the 
declared the winner.

What to call out
  “Protect your ball”
  “Can you kick someone else’s ball out?”
  “Keep on the move”

The game becomes more considered as the number of 
players falls.

Who will be crowned King of the Ring?

KEY Player Movement      Ball Movement

64

2

1

3



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

Fun defending games

Coconut shy 

This game improves reactions and the reading  
of your opponent in order to intercept the pass.  
The defender must be light on their toes if they are 
to intercept the pass and help their team to win  
the game.

The set up
Area:  20x10 yards
Equipment:  8 cones, 14 balls

The steps
1.  Players are divided into two teams and each 

team has four cones and four balls to defend as 
shown in the diagram.

2.  The teams take it in turns to dribble and make 
a grounded pass towards the opponent’s cones 
aiming to knock one of the balls off.

3.  After passing, the player must react quickly and 
try to block the opponent’s pass. 

Play for one minute and the team with the most 
balls still on cones wins.

What to call out
  “React”
  “Get in line with the ball”
  “Stop the shot”

The white player aims for the furthest cone.

The defender is slow to react and his team loses a ball.

The white player reacts quickly to protect his balls.

KEY Player Movement      Ball Movement
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Fun defending games

Rugby football

This fun game uses elements of rugby in order 
to teach group defending. Encourage the nearest 
player to pressure the ball and then once the ball
has been passed to get back in line.

The set up
Area:  30x20 yards
Equipment:  12 cones, 1 ball

The steps
1. Players are divided into two teams and have 

to run with the ball in their hands and score by 
running through the gates while in possession.

2.  The players may pass the ball by throwing it  
to a teammate and avoid interceptions by  
the opposition.

3.  To tackle an opponent you must touch him with 
both hands and you are given the ball.

What to call out
  “Nearest must pressure”
  “Others to cover”
  “Work as a team”

The black player tries to break through the white  
team’s defence.

But he’s tagged by a defender and loses possession.

The black team needs to reorganize its line to stop the 
white team scoring.
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Fun defending games

Multi-ball game

This game will start with many 1v1 situations 
but as the balls decrease we will see a number of 
random situations such as 2v2, 3v3, 2v4 etc.

The set up
Area:  30x30 yards
Equipment:  6 target goals, lots of balls

The steps
1.  On the coaches whistle the attackers get a ball 

each and attempt to score in one of the goals. 

2.  After each shot the attackers return to the 
middle to get another ball.

3.  Once all balls have been played the number of 
balls in the goals should be counted and then 
the roles are reversed.

What to call out
  “React to all balls”
  “Pressure the attackers”
  “Work together to win the ball”

The game starts with a series of 1v1 attacks.

As the game progresses the defenders must react quickly to 
different numbers of attackers combining.

The team that conceded the fewest goals wins.
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