
UNBALANCING
RUNS FROM 
MIDFIELDERS
AGE PHASE :  U 17+

SESSION PLAN



LEVEL 

• U17-First team 
 

PRINCIPLES OF PLAY

• Diagonal passes to invite defenders to leave positions
• Play inside-outside to create space in central zones
• Co-ordination of movements between midfielders  

and forward
 
 
PART 1:  
UNOPPOSED TECHNICAL WARM-UP  

• This unopposed technical warm-up begins to lay the 
foundations of the tactical movements relating to 
unbalancing runs from midfielders.

• The practice requires eight players.
 
 
PART 2:  
6+GK vs 6+GK +1 SMALL-SIDED GAME

• This small-sided game builds upon the unopposed 
technical warm-up, with conditions and rules set to 
bring out the concepts in a game situation.

• The practice sees a group of 15 players split into two 
teams of seven (each including a goalkeeper) plus  
one neutral player.

AGE PHASE: U17+

PART 3:  
8+GK vs 8+GK +1 CONDITIONED GAME  

• This conditioned game builds upon the previous 
practice, with similar conditions and scoring rules.

• The practice sees a group of 19 players split into  
two teams of nine (each including a goalkeeper) plus 
one neutral player.
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FUNCTION 1 

• Function 1 is an unopposed technical warm-up that 
focuses on midfielders receiving between the lines, 
playing outside to the winger, and then unbalancing 
diagonally behind the defender (here represented by 
mannequins) to receive in behind the defensive line.

• Two balls will be working, both beginning at the same 
time at Cone 1 and Cone 4.

• The sequence (1-5) illustrated above from Cone 1 
should be replicated down the other side from  
Cone 4. After a block of work, the same pattern can 
be repeated going in the opposite direction.

• The players rotate according to the numerical 
sequence denoted by the cones.

FUNCTION 2 

• Function 2 is a progression, beginning the tactical 
play with a third-man action (1-3) before the 
midfielders unbalance diagonally behind the defender 
to receive in behind the defensive line (4).

• Two balls will again be working, both beginning at the 
same time at Cone 1 and Cone 4.

• The whole sequence (1-5) illustrated above from  
Cone 1 should be replicated down the other side from  
Cone 4. After a block of work, the same pattern can 
be repeated going in the opposite direction.

• The players rotate according to the numerical 
sequence denoted by the cones.
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COACHING DETAIL: TECHNICAL 

WEIGHT & TEXTURE OF PASS  
• Passes between the lines and out wide to the wingers 

should be crisp, on the ground and towards the 
receiver’s furthest foot to allow for a clean reception.

• In Function 2, the third-man pass (3) can be a clip in 
the air with one touch, to beat the forward mannequin, 
or a bent ball with pace around the mannequin towards 
the receiver’s furthest foot.

• When playing the pass in behind the defensive line 
towards the midfielder (4), the pass should be weighted 
in a manner that allows the midfielder to play to the 
next teammate with one touch.

 
BODY POSITIONING
• When receiving in between the lines, the midfielder 

should position themselves side-on to receive with the 
furthest foot and quickly execute the pass to the winger 
with the opposite foot. 

• They should also check their shoulders when moving 
towards the ball, in order to gain information from 360 
degrees and know where teammates, opposition and 
space all are.

• The wingers receiving outside should be side-on, with 
shoulders squared forward to be able to receive cleanly 
with the furthest foot, for a two-touch execution, or to 
make the play with one touch using the furthest foot.

TIMING OF RUNS  
• When checking to the ball to receive, the midfielders 

should initiate movements in the opposite direction to 
lose their marker before receiving.

• In Function 1, as the ball is travelling outside to the 
winger, the midfielder should subtly take one movement 
towards the winger before changing pace at a high 
tempo to receive behind the defensive line.

• In Function 2, after setting the ball back to the player 
at Cone 1, the midfielder will look to perform similar 
movements by deceptively moving towards the winger 
before changing pace at a high tempo to receive behind 
the defensive line.
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AGE PHASE: U17+

FUNCTION 

• This small-sided game is a conditioned practice based 
on the pitch boundaries. The pitch is in an octagon 
shape to encourage unbalancing runs from midfielders. 
The sidelines are marked by the full lines, and the 
offside rule will be in effect.

• The team in possession – here, Team A – will set up in a 
1-2-3-1 formation. The neutral player (C) positions in the 
midfield line of three to create a 1-2-4-1 shape.

• The defending team – here, Team B – sets up in a  
1-2-3-1 formation, with the two centre-backs controlling 
the height of the defensive line.

• There are three ways to score: 1) Scoring a normal goal 

is worth 1 goal; 2) Playing a pass from Zone A into  
a runner behind the defensive line in Zone B (as in 
Diagram 1), from where they score within 2 touches,  
is worth 2 goals; 3) A direct switch in play from Zone A 
to Zone A, followed by a cross into Zone B within  
2 touches (as in Diagram 2) and then scoring with  
1 touch is worth 3 goals.

• If the ball goes out of bounds, a new ball will begin 
with the opposition goalkeeper. The neutral player then 
switches teams to maintain the midfield overload.

• If the team in possession scores, a new ball begins back 
with their goalkeeper.
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ZONE A ZONE AZONE A ZONE A
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COACHING DETAIL: IN POSSESSION 

OFFENSIVE POSITIONING  
• The team in possession should position in a 1-2-3-1 

shape, with the wingers on both sides providing the 
width in Zone A. 

• The midfielder should look to position between the 
lines, prioritising central positions and co-ordinating 
positioning with the neutral player; one to the left and 
one to the right in what becomes a 1-2-4-1 formation.

• The forward and centre-backs must provide the depth, 
prioritising central positions in Zone B. The forward 
should look to play on the  
back shoulder of the second centre-back.

 
2v1 IN BUILD-UP
• In order to work spatial advantages for the midfielders 

to take advantage of, play must be initiated with 
numerical superiorities – specifically with the centre-
backs and wingers.

• The centre-backs should look to drive forward with the 
ball to commit a defender, before either passing to a 
midfielder between the lines or towards either of the 
wingers in Zone A.

• The wingers and midfielders should position themselves 
in a manner to receive and overcome the first line of 
pressure – preferably one step beyond the defender and 
off their shoulder.

• Once the ball is successfully progressed into Zone A 
(inside to outside), the midfielders must immediately 
scan to identify spatial imbalances they could take 
advantage of in the opposition’s defensive line.

 

MOVEMENTS OF FORWARD & MIDFIELDERS  
• The forward and midfielders must look to co-ordinate 

their movements to create spaces to exploit in the 
defensive line. If the forward positions on the second 
centre-back, the ball-side midfielder will have space to 
exploit behind the defensive line – as in Diagram 1.

• Midfielders should be alert to defenders leaving their 
positions and pressuring in Zone A, so timing their 
movements in behind as the defender begins to leave 
their position.

• The other midfielder should provide balance, to support 
the opposite winger after a switch in play or receive 
between the lines on a ball rotation.

 
 
COACHING DETAIL: 
OFFENSIVE TRANSITION 
 
• Upon winning the ball, the defending team should 

secure possession and initiate their own possession 
game. The focus should be to connect 2-3 passes while 
the team repositions and balances space on the pitch. 

COACHING DETAIL: 
MANAGING THE OPPOSITION 

• The defending team should employ a zonal defence and 
maintain a high defensive line.

• After losing the ball, the team in possession should look 
to recover their defensive block immediately.

• When the possession team progresses the ball into 
Zone A, the defending team should apply immediate 
pressure on the ball-carrier.
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FUNCTION 

• This 8+GK vs 8+GK +1 game is a conditioned practice 
based on the pitch boundaries. The pitch is in an 
octagon shape to encourage unbalancing runs from 
midfielders. The sidelines are marked by the full lines.

• The offside rule will be in effect, using the halfway line 
as a reference.

• The team in possession – here, Team A – will set up in  
a 1-3-1-3-1 formation. A neutral player (C) positions in 
the midfield line of three to create a 1-3-1–4-1 shape.

• The defending team – here, Team B – sets up in  
a 1-3-3-2 formation, with the three centre-backs 
controlling the height of the defensive line. 

• There are three ways to score: 1) Scoring a normal  
goal is worth 1 goal; 2) Playing a pass from Zone A to  
a runner behind the defensive line in Zone B, from 
where they score within 2 touches, is worth 2 goals;  
3) A direct switch in play from Zone A to the other 
Zone A, followed by a cross into Zone B within 2 
touches, and scoring with 1 touch, is worth 3 goals.

• If the ball goes out of bounds, a new ball begins with 
the opposition goalkeeper. The neutral player then 
switches teams to maintain the midfield overload,  
with both teams shifting formation to reflect the change 
in status.

• If the possession team scores a goal, a new ball begins 
back with their goalkeeper.
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COACHING DETAIL: IN POSSESSION 

OFFENSIVE POSITIONING  
• The team in possession should position in a 1-3-1-3-1 

shape, with the wingers on both sides providing the 
width in Zone A. 

• The midfielder should look to position between the 
lines, prioritising central positions and co-ordinating 
positions with the neutral player; one to the left and one 
to the right in what is now a 1-3-1-4-1 formation.

• The forward and centre-backs must provide the depth, 
prioritising central positions in Zone B. The forward 
should look to play on the  
back shoulder of the second centre-back. 

 
2v1 IN BUILD-UP
• In order to work spatial advantages the midfielders can 

take advantage of, play must be initiated with numerical 
superiorities – specifically with the centre-backs and 
wingers.

• The centre-backs should look to drive forward with the 
ball to commit a defender, before either passing to a 
midfielder between the lines or towards either of the 
wingers in Zone A.

• The wingers and midfielders should position themselves 
in a manner to receive and overcome the first line of 
pressure – preferably one step beyond the defender and 
off their shoulder.

• Once the ball is successfully progressed into Zone A 
(inside to outside), the midfielders must immediately 
scan to identify spatial imbalances they could take 
advantage of in the opposition’s defensive line. 

MOVEMENTS OF FORWARD & MIDFIELDERS  
• The forward and midfielders must look to co-ordinate 

their movements to create spaces to exploit in the 
defensive line. If the forward positions on the second 
centre-back, the ball-side midfielder will have space to 
exploit behind the defensive line.

• Midfielders should be alert to defenders leaving their 
positions and pressuring in Zone A, so timing their 
movements in behind as the defender begins to leave 
their position.

• The other midfielder should provide balance, to support 
the opposite winger after a switch in play or receive 
between the lines on a ball rotation.

 

COACHING DETAIL: 
OFFENSIVE TRANSITION 
 
• Upon winning the ball, the defending team should 

secure possession and initiate their own possession 
game. The focus should be to connect 2-3 passes while 
the team repositions and balances space on the pitch. 

COACHING DETAIL: 
MANAGING THE OPPOSITION 

• The defending team should employ a zonal defence and 
maintain a high defensive line.

• After losing the ball, the team in possession should look 
to recover their defensive block immediately.

• When the possession team progresses the ball into 
Zone A, the defending team should apply immediate 
pressure on the ball-carrier. 
 


