
 

 
 

Defending  
1v1 and transition into 

attacking 

 

An Arsenal Soccer Schools coaching booklet containing sessions on 
the topic of Defending. Sessions are designed to be adjusted 

depending on the age and ability of the playing group. 
 

Please note that this Arsenal Soccer Schools booklet is for use by 
Arsenal Soccer Schools coaches only. You must not pass on this 
booklet or any of the information contained therein to any third 
party and may only use it for internal Soccer Schools coaching 

purposes. 
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Defending  
1v1 and transition into 

attacking 

VARIATIONS 
Size of the playing area can be 
increased/decreased to adjust difficulty. 

Use of goalkeepers. 

Coaching points 
Defenders to close down space quickly. 

Defenders to be side on and show attacker 
onto weaker foot. 

Transition from defending to attacking to 
be quick.  

Progression 
Competition –2 points awarded for 
successful tackling (defenders) and 1 for 
the scoring of goals (attackers). 

 
  
 
 

Objective 
 
To develop 1v1 defending skills whilst introducing the 
transition from defending to attacking.  
 

Organisation 
 
The playing area is split into quarters (as per diagram) 
with a player (yellow) defending a goal per quarter.  
 
Attackers (red) are to attack opposite goals in turn, 
using two of the quarters, working either diagonally or 
horizontally (indicated by arrows).  
 
Attacking players must pick up a ball from the middle 
area and attempt to beat the defender and score a 
goal. If they are successful, they pick up another ball 
and attack the opposite goal. 
 
If the defender successfully defends their goal by 
tackling the attacker, they swap roles with the attacker 
and attack the opposite goal.  
 
 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 

Defending  
1v1 and transition into 

attacking 

Objective 
 
To develop the player’s ability to defend in an even 
2v2 situation and an uneven 4v2 situation.  
 

Organisation 
 
Teams are organised into pairs and positioned in 
either one third of the playing area (purple/red/blue) 
or split into wide neutral zones (yellow). 
 
The team in the central third of the playing area (red) 
start with the ball and begin by attacking goal with blue 
defenders. Defenders (blue) face a 2v2 situation. 
 
At the end of this phase of play attackers (red) play in 
the opposite direction and can use the neutral wide 
players (yellow). Defenders (purple) face a 4v2 
situation.  
 
Teams switch roles after a sufficient amount of time in 
each position.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

VARIATIONS 
Limited number of touches for attacking 
players. 

The use of goalkeepers should numbers 
allow.  

Coaching points 
Defenders to focus on track attackers in 
2v2 situation  

Defenders to recognise danger and defend 
space and key areas in 4v2 situation.  

Progression  

Defenders become attackers if they win 
possession of the ball and can escape their 
zone.  

Competition –defending team receives 1 
point for successfully defending the 2v2 
situation and 2 points for successfully 
defending in 4v2 situation.  
 
  
 
 

  

Defending  
2v2 and 4v2 



 

 
 

Defending  
1v1 and transition into 

attacking 

Objective 
 
To develop knowledge and technique of how to 
defend 1v1 against a player on the turn.  
 

Organisation 
 
Feeders are situated at opposite ends of the playing 
channel, one feeder has a football. Defender (yellow) 
and attacker (red) are situated inside the player 
channel. 
 
The attacker is to receive a pass from the feeder and 
attempt to turn, beating the defender and pass the ball 
to the opposite feeder.  
 
Coaching focus is on the defender’s movement, body 
shape and technique as he/she attempts to stop the 
attacking player turning. 
 
Roles are changed on a regular basis.  
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

VARIATIONS 
Defending begins as passive before 
becoming active. 

Attacking players must safely run into and 
control the ball in an end (safe) zone 
rather than pass to a feeder. 

Coaching points 
Defenders to remain in touching distance 
of the attacker. 

Defenders to keep eye contact with the 
ball. 

Defender to adjust body shape dependent 
on attacker’s first touch. 

Progression 
Competition – defender receives a point 
each time they stop the attacker turning 
and safely passing to a feeder/running into 
the end (safe) zone.  

 
  
 
 

 

Defending  
 against a turning player 



 

 
 

Defending  
1v1 and transition into 

attacking 

Objective 
 
To work on defensive shape and positioning when 
defending as a unit, and encourage playing from the 
back. 
 

Organisation 
 
The defending team (yellow) defends 5 goals at one 
end of the playing area.  
 
The attacking team (red) starts with possession of the 
ball and attempts to either pass/dribble through one of 
the goals, goals have different scores allocated (shown 
in diagram). 
 
Should the defending team win possession of the ball 
they can pass the ball out of the playing area = 1 point, 
pass the ball over the coned line = 2 points, or 
play/dribble into and control the ball in the target area 
opposite to the end they are defending = 3 points.  
 
 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

VARIATIONS 
Begin with defending team simply aiming 
to win possession rather than win points.  

Limited number of touches for the team 
in possession.  

Coaching points  

Supporting players to drop and defend 
important central areas when their 
teammate applies pressure.  

Supporting defenders to track the run of 
supporting attackers. 

Progression 

Competition –between attacking and 
defending team. Highest score 
accumulated wins.  

 
  
 
 

 
 

Defending  
as a unit 



 

 
 

Defending  
1v1 and transition into 

attacking 

Objective 
 
To develop team awareness of applying pressure on 
the attacking team in the correct areas.   
 

Organisation 
 
Players are organised into 2 teams (red/yellow) and 
attack opposite ends of the playing area.  
 
Teams must work cooperatively as a defensive unit to 
ensure that the attacking team are unable to knock the 
footballs from the cones in the area they are 
defending. 
 
Attacking teams can only shoot at targets when in the 
opposing team’s half.  
 
Defending teams must apply pressure to ensure that 
the attacking team are contained in their own area. 
 
The defensive team that has all of their balls knocked 
over loses the round.  
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

VARIATIONS 
Size of the playing area can be 
increased/decreased to adjust difficulty. 

A floating player can be introduced so that 
the defensive unit is outnumbered. 

Coaching points 
Defenders to communicate clearly to 
assign roles. 

Defenders to apply more pressure when 
attackers enter their half. 

Progression 
The middle line is removed and the 
attacking team can score from anywhere in 
the playing area – same defensive 
principles apply. 

 
  
 
 

Defending  
applying pressure 



 

 
 

Defending  
1v1 and transition into 

attacking 

Objective 
 
To introduce different styles of defending depending 
on the number of attackers.   
 

Organisation 
 
Defenders (yellow) are situated in the playing area, 
facing the attackers (red) who are separated into 
groups with a ball each and allocated a number.  
 
The coach calls out a number 1-4 and the 
corresponding attacker enters the playing area and 
attempts to beat the defenders and score. 
 
Should the coach call out more than one number, all 
the players called enter the area but only the first 
number called brings their ball. 
 
Points are awarded for successful defending and 
depend on the number of attackers faced: 
1v2 = 1 point 
2v2 = 2 points 
3v2 = 3 points 
4v2 = 4 points 
 
 
 
 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

VARIATIONS 
Size of the playing area can be 
increased/decreased to adjust difficulty. 

A goalkeeper can be added to the session. 

Coaching points 
Shape and style of defending is to be 
dependent on number of players faced.  

Defender applying pressure to remain side 
on, on their toes and adopt a low body 
shape.  

Progression 
Defenders are allowed to choose how 
many attackers they face/points they score. 

Defenders get extra points for passing 
back over the attacker’s starting line having 
won possession. 

 
  
 
 

Defending  
against different numbers 



 

 
 

Defending  
1v1 and transition into 
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Objective 
 
To develop an awareness of oncoming attackers in a 
busy environment.  
 

Organisation 
 
Defenders (red) are to defend a goal each, positioned 
on each side of the playing area.  
 
Attackers (yellow) must pick up one ball from the 
central area and attack a defender/goal of their choice. 
 
Defenders must be aware that attackers can come 
from any angle and must attempt to tackle the 
oncoming defender and play their ball out of the 
playing area. 
 
Once all of the balls from the central area are used, 
teams swap roles.  
 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

VARIATIONS 
A bonus ball in amongst the central area 
that’s worth more points than the other 
balls 

Floating defenders can be used that are 
not assigned to any goal (should numbers 
allow) 

Coaching points 
Defenders are to 
 communicate effectively as a team, 
warning of oncoming attacks.  

Defenders are to close down the space 
between themselves and the oncoming 
attackers quickly.  

Progression 
Competition- the number of balls in the 
goals at the end of each round are 
counted. The team who has conceded the 
fewest goals, wins.  
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awareness 
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1v1 and transition into 
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Objective 
 
To develop the defensive ability to close down space 
and block through balls/passes.  
 

Organisation 
 
The playing area is split in half with opposing teams 
occupying a half each. 3 targets are situated at the 
back of each half.   
 
The team in possession of the ball (red) must attempt 
to pass through the defensive line (yellow) and hit one 
of the targets. 
 
Players cannot drop behind the marked white line. 
 
The defensive team must work cooperatively to close 
gaps and read the play, blocking attempted through 
passes. 
 
Having blocked the ball, the defending team then take 
their turn to hit the opponent’s target.  
 
 
 
 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

VARIATIONS 
Size of the playing area can be 
increased/decreased to adjust difficulty. 

Number of players in each half can be 
changed. 

Coaching points 
Defending team to communicate clearly 
with each other. 

Defenders to remain on their toes and 
attempt to read through passes, closing 
down space. 

Progression 
A defender is allowed to enter the 
opposing team’s playing area when they 
are in possession and attempt to win the 
ball back for their team. 

Competition – cumulative score.  

 
  
 
 

 

Defending  
blocking the pass 



 

 
 

Defending  
1v1 and transition into 

attacking 

Objective 
 
To develop the defender’s ability to block a shot at 
goal.  
 

Organisation 
 
The playing area has three goals, marked by a triangle 
of poles. 
 
One goalkeeper and 2 defenders (yellow) are to 
defend these goals by blocking shots from the 
attacking players (red) situated around the 3 goals. 
 
The attacking players are to pass the ball around until 
a shooting opportunity arises. 
 
Defenders are to close down attackers as quickly as 
possible to block shots. 
 
After an allotted amount of time, roles are switched. 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

VARIATIONS 
The number or defenders used can be 
increased. 

Attacking players have a limited number 
of touches.  

Coaching points 
Defenders to close down the space 
between themselves and attackers quickly. 

Defending players are to communicate 
clearly work as a team.  

Progression 
Competition –within a period of time, 
defenders are to limit attacking players to 
as few goals scored as possible. 

 
  
 
 

 

Defending  
blocking the shot 
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Objective 
 
To develop the defensive unit’s ability to regain focus 
and shape throughout a period of continuous 
defending.   
 

Organisation 
 
Players work in a small playing area designed for a 2v2 
or 3v3 and are split between attackers (red) and 
defenders (yellow).  
 
The attacking team (red) must pick up a ball from 
their end of the playing area and attempt to play the 
ball into the opposing team’s playing area. If 
successful the attacking team collect another ball from 
their area and repeat. 
 
The defending team (yellow) must attempt to stop the 
attackers getting as many balls in their area as possible. 
If defenders win the ball they play it out of the area. 
 
After 90 seconds all the balls are placed in the yellow 
area and roles are reversed.  
 
 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

VARIATIONS 
Size of the playing area can be 
increased/decreased to adjust difficulty. 

Coaching points 
Defenders to assign roles (pressuring or 
supporting players) 

Defenders to remain focused, ready to 
defend waves of attack.  

Progression  
 
Competition – the team with the least 
amount of balls in their target area wins.  
 
Defenders are able to gain bonus points if 
they pass the ball back into the attacker’s 
area after winning possession.  

 

 
 
  
 
 

 

Defending  
continuous defending  



 

 
 

Defending  
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Objective 
 
To develop defending technique when attacker 
receives with his/her back to defender.   
 

Organisation 
 
Feeders (yellow) are spaced around the perimeter of 
the playing area with a ball each.  
 
Remaining players are paired in the playing area and 
allocated the role of attacker (red) or defender 
(purple).  
 
Defenders are to passively track (jockey) attackers as 
they receive the ball from a feeder and distribute it to 
another feeder. 
 
Coaching focus is on defender’s movement, distance 
from attacker and body shape.  
 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

VARIATIONS 
Shadow defending without the use of balls 
to begin the session.   

Coaching points 
Defenders are to stay within touching 
distance of attackers. 

Body shape is to be slightly side on whilst 
jockeying.  

Defenders are to be on their toes ready to 
change direction.  

Progression 
Defending progresses from passive to 
active – defending team attempts to win 
the ball and play it out of the playing area. 

Competition – points awarded each time 
defender wins the ball.  

 
  
 
 

 

Defending  
Jockeying 
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Objective 
 
To develop the defender’s ability to defend against 
numerous types of threat including an aerial ball, a 
cross and a dribbling attacking player, in quick 
succession.  
 

Organisation 
 
The session begins with attacker B feeding an 
underarm throw to the defender (yellow) who must 
head the ball away. 
 
Immediately attacker C dribbles down the wing and 
provides a cross for the defender to compete for 
against attacker A. 
 
Immediately after this, player B dribbles towards the 
goal and competes 1v1 against the defender and 
attempts to score.  
 
 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

VARIATIONS 
Number of defenders can be increased, 
and communication between the two 
becomes a key focus.  

Coaching points 
Defensive headers to be upwards and with 
distance. 

When defending the cross, defender to 
remain aware of attacker movement whilst 
situated centrally. 

1v1 – defender to be side on and on their 
toes. 

Progression 
Competition –the defender scores a point 
for every phase of play successfully 
defended.  

 
  
 
 

 

Defending  
multiple threats at goal 
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Objective 
 
To develop player movement, organisation and 
communication skills when defending in a busy 
environment with interference.  
 

Organisation 
 
Players are evenly split into 2 teams: attackers (red) 
and defenders (yellow). Half of the attacking players 
have a ball, the other half are floating supporting 
players. 
 
The attackers must get the ball from one shaded area 
to another without the defenders winning the ball. 
 
Defenders must communicate clearly and organise 
themselves in groups to stop attackers safely moving 
from zone to zone.  
 
Attackers score points for every move made, 
defending team to keep score as low as possible.   
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

VARIATIONS 
Manipulate numbers so there are 
more/less defenders than attackers. 

Increase the size of the area to increase 
difficulty for defenders. 

Coaching points 
Defenders to organise themselves in the 
correct (danger) areas. 

Defenders to team up appropriately to 
stop oncoming attackers. 

Progression 
Defenders can score bonus points by 
passing and knocking over a target situated 
around the playing area having won 
possession of the ball. 

 
  
 
 

 

Defending  
organisation and communication  
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Objective 
 
To develop the defender’s ability to play the ball out 
from the goalkeeper, with the ball on the floor.  
 

Organisation 
 
The session is organised as per the diagram.  
 
The ball begins in the goalkeepers hands and is 
distributed to a player on the defending team (red). 
 
The defending team are then to attempt to play out of 
their defensive area, and either pass over the target 
line (marked with red cones), or ideally control the 
ball over the target line. 
 
The oncoming attacking team are to apply pressure 
and attempt to win the ball.  If they do win possession 
back, they have a shot at goal.  
 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

VARIATIONS 
Begin with passive defending from the 
oncoming attackers, then progress to 
active defending.  

Number of attackers/defenders can be 
adjusted. 

Coaching points 
Defenders are to move the ball quickly. 

Supporting players to find space and call 
for the ball.  

Progression 

Competition – defending team: passes 
over target line = 1 point. Dribbles over 
target line = 2points. Hitting orange cone = 
3 points.  

Points are lost if team lose possession and 
the attacking team score. 
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playing from the back 
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Objective 
 
To develop the defender’s knowledge of when to 
pressure the ball and when to play the supporting role 
and defend the danger areas.  
 

Organisation 
 
This is a 3v2 game in favour of the attackers (red).  
 
Attackers must stay in their own channel throughout 
play but defenders (yellow) can move anywhere in the 
playing area. 
 
Attackers must attempt to retain possession and score 
in any of the goals situated at the end of the playing 
area.  
 
Defenders must work cooperatively to either apply 
pressure to the player on the ball or to support the 
pressuring defender by adopting a position to cut off 
the next pass.  
 
Roles are reversed after an allotted amount of time.  
 
 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

VARIATIONS 
Limited number of touches for attackers 
(2/3 touch).  

Number of attackers/defenders can be 
adjusted. 

Coaching points 
Defenders to communicate clearly and 
assign roles of either the pressuring or 
supporting defender.  

Progression 
Competition –defenders have an allotted 
amount to time to restrict the amount of 
goals attackers can score. 

Defenders can score bonus points by 
hitting a target (orange cone) when in 
possession.  
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pressuring and supporting 

roles 



 

 
 

Defending  
1v1 and transition into 

attacking 

Objective 
 
To develop the defensive unit’s ability to read the play 
in front of them and react to it.   
 

Organisation 
 
The session begins with 4 attacking players (red) 
retaining possession against 2 defensive players 
(yellow) in the far area of the pitch (marked by flat red 
cones). 
 
1. When they can, attackers must either attempt to 
pass the ball (in the air or on the floor) into the target 
area on the far side of the pitch (marked with yellow 
flat cones).  
 
2. OR one attacking player can dribble out of their 
area and attempt to cross the first line (marked by tall 
red cones). 
 
The defensive unit of 4 must either block the 
attempted pass, or send one defender out to attempt 
to tackle the attacking player dribbling into their area. 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

VARIATIONS 
Size of the playing area can be 
increased/decreased to adjust difficulty. 

Coaching points  

Defenders to evaluate and prioritise 
threats. 

Defenders to communicate clearly when 
threats emerge.  

Defender closing down space in front of 
dribbling attacker must do so quickly. 

Defensive headers to be high and long. 

Progression 

Dribbling players can attempt to reach the 
second line (yellow) if they reach the first 
– the defensive unit must stop them. 

Target player(s) placed in the yellow target 
zone for the attacking team to pass to. 
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reading the play 
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Objective 
 
To develop the ability to defend in a 2 (defenders) v1 
(attacker) situation and launch an attack having won 
possession.   
 

Organisation 
 
Teams compete 2v2 in the playing area. 
 
1. The coach feeds the ball into the attacking team 
(red). One of the attacking players dribbles into the 
defending team’s (yellow) playing area and attempts to 
beat the defenders and score. 
 
The 2 defending players (yellow) are to pressure the 
attacker in a 2v1 situation and attempt to win back 
possession. 
 
If they are successful, they counter attack into the 
opponents half against 1 defender and attempt to 
score.  
 
Teams alternate roles and starting positions. 
 
 
 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

VARIATIONS 
Original attacking player can either track 
back to help teammate or be restrained to 
the opponents half on losing the ball.  

Time limits (a shot clock) can be 
implemented to encourage quick counter 
attacks. 

Coaching points  

In a 2v1 defensive situation, defenders are 
to both apply pressure to the ball. 

Defenders are to break quickly and 
counter attack with pace. 

Progression 

Competition –defenders score points for 
defending successfully and scoring by 
countering, but lose points for conceding 
in a 2v1 situation.  
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1v1 and transition into 

attacking 

Objective 
 
To develop player understanding of the transition 
between attacking and defending.   
 

Organisation 
 
Players work in pairs within the playing area. One 
player tucks a bib into the back of his/her shorts and 
starts as defender (yellow). 
 
The session begins without the use of balls. 
 
The defender is to attempt to tag their attacker (red).  
 
Roles are reversed - the new attacker (yellow) must 
attempt to reach the safe zone around the perimeter 
of the pitch without the new defender (red) catching 
their bib.  
 
When the game restarts, player’s starting roles are 
reversed.  
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

VARIATIONS 
The session begins with the first 
progression, with the use of balls.  

In the second phase, attackers can tag 
defenders should bibs not be available.  

Coaching points 
Attackers are to react quickly when caught 
and become defenders. 

Defenders are to track attacker 
movements, anticipating directional 
change.  

Progression 
Use of balls – the original attacker starts 
with a football that they must retain 
possession of. Roles are reversed when the 
defender plays the ball out of the area.  

Competition – points awarded when the 
defender manages to capture the attacker’s 
bib/or when the attacker safely reaches the 
safe zone.  

 
  
 
 

 

Defending  
transition from attacking 

to defending 



 

 
 

Defending  
1v1 and transition into 

attacking 

Objective 
 
To develop an understanding of how to defend in 
different scenarios and react quickly as play 
continues.   
 

Organisation 
 
The defender (yellow) is positioned in the middle 
of the playing area. 
 
Attackers (red) are positioned on each side of the 
playing area. Players 2 &4 have one football, player 
3 has two footballs, player one has no footballs.  
 
The session begins with player 3 feeding player one 
with an underarm throw. Player1 must attempt to 
head the ball over the opposite line past the 
defender who must attempt to block. 
 
As soon as the ball crosses the intended line or the 
defender plays the ball out of the area, player 2 
must attempt to pass the ball over the opposite line 
whilst the defender attempt to block. 
 
Again, as soon as the ball crosses the intended line 
or the defender plays it out, player 3 attempts the 
dribble their ball past the defender and cross the 
opposite line. 
 
Finally, as soon as player 3 crosses the intended 
line or the defender plays the ball out of the playing 
area, player 4 uses correct throw in technique to 
attempt to throw the ball over the line opposite as 
the defender attempts to block it.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

VARIATIONS 
Size of the playing area can be 
increased/decreased to adjust difficulty. 

More than 1 defender in the playing area. 

Coaching points 
Defenders are to react quickly to, and 
know the incoming direction of the next 
ball. 

Defenders are to remain on their toes and 
read the direction of passes/dribbles. 

Progression 
Competition –a point is awarded every 
time the defender is able to stop/block the 
attack. 

  
 
 

 



 

 
 

Defending  
1v1 and transition into 

attacking 

Objective 
 
To develop an awareness and understanding of 
defending the goal in different situations.   
 

Organisation 
 
1. The session begin with the goalkeeper feeding 
the ball to attackers (red) A. They attack the 2 
defenders (yellow) head on and attempt to score. 
 
2. After this phase of play, attacker B plays a 
through ball for attacker C who provides a cross for 
the defenders to defend against attackers A.  
 
3. The final phase of play involves the coach (black) 
feeding the ball into attackers B with their back to 
the defenders. They must attempt to turn and 
shoot. 
 
Players swap roles after each run-through. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

VARIATIONS 
Add wide defenders to defend against 
attacker C.  

Add targets for defenders should they win 
possession of the ball.  

Coaching points 
Communication between 
defenders/goalkeeper to be clear and 
constructive.  

Player pressuring the ball to close quickly. 

Supporting players to track runners. 

Defensive headers to be upwards and with 
distance.  

Progression 
Competition – points awarded for 
successful defending (no goals scored).  
  
 
 

 

Defending  
2v2 in different situations 



 

 
 

Defending  
1v1 and transition into 

attacking 

 
 

Please note that this Arsenal Soccer Schools booklet is for use by Arsenal 
Soccer Schools coaches only. You must not pass on this booklet or any of 

the information contained therein to any third party and may only use it for 
internal Soccer Schools coaching purposes. 

 
All coaching session diagrams created with the Session Template software at 

www.academysoccercoach.co.uk 
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