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This session addressed attacking principles in team play, with specific focus on attacking through 
the midflield. Presented by Rene Miramontes

Multiple Ways To Attack 
Through Midfield

Summary
In addition to addressing attacking principles applied to team play, 
Rene suggested that a subset of attacking principles exist for midfield 
players. Inherent in a midfielder’s responsibility is the importance of 
being able to play on both sides of the ball – attacking and defending. 
A midfield player also has to have an acute ability to read the game 
and specifically, to determine the best strategy to outmanoeuvre the 
defensive organization. The midfield unit must establish a rhythm of 
play and be able to modify this rhythm as critical visual cues become 
available as defensive tactics are employed by the opposing team. Width 
and depth are crucial concepts for midfield players to understand, and 
a prime illustration exists when playing a diamond formation in midfield 
with attacking and defensive midfield roles and 2 wide players. The 
coach should work with midfield players on individual and collective 
responsibilities, and specifically developing an appreciation when to 
drive forward on the dribble, create combinations to play around or 
through the defense or recycle the play and change the point of attack to 
unbalance the defense. Another important factor in midfield play is the 
ability of players to win one versus one match ups and Rene was quick 
to point out that effective midfield players invariably win their match 
ups. Finally, Rene discussed the evolving role of midfield players as 
goal scorers and suggested that in the modern game, successful teams 
receive significant goal scoring contributions from midfield players.

Rene’s focused on 3 primary roles of midfield players and outlined 
their specific responsibilities. 

1. The 1st role discussed was that of the wide midfield player and the 
key responsibilities of creating width, finding seams between defenders 
and movements behind defenders as an individual or in combination 
play, provide crosses into the penalty box for oncoming forwards and to 
leave wide positions to attack defenders on the dribble.

2. The 2nd role is the attacking central midfield player. Responsibilities 
include, running at defenders with pace and guile, playing balls into the 
feet of the forward players, quick passing movements and interchanges 
with the forwards and shots on goal.

3. The 3rd role discussed was the holding midfielder player. Primary 
responsibilities include providing defensive cover for the attacking 

midfield player, maintaining the shape of the midfield, providing support 
to wide midfield players and attacking players in tight situations, 
changing the point of attack by rotating the ball from one side of the 
field to the other, making forward runs late on the blind-side and taking 
middle and long distance shots on goal.

Questions asked by participants and answered by Ian Barker
Q1: What are your thoughts on the debate that the classic number 10 is 
disappearing and hurting the development/creation of creative play-
makers in exchange for more functional players? Fabian Banchiero
Very good question Fabian. I think it is a matter of perspective. I was a 
proponent of the classic #10 for a long time. I tried to build my teams 
around a #10 and still it can be done in the youth game. None the less, at 
the higher levels, the demands of the game call for more than 1 #10. As 
you know, the abilities, tactical requirements and athleticism in the game, 
is such that the role of the classic #10 has become a luxury. Simply put: 
The game is too fast for one player to only able to play on the attacking 
side of the ball. On the other hand I say that it is a matter of preference 
because I feel that (although not in the classic sense), the function of the 
#10 is divided amongst more than one. The perfect example for me is 
Barcelona. Who is the #10? Is it Xavi, Messi or Iniesta? Yet they all create 
and unbalance defenses. Each one is capable of master strokes in the 
game like in the times of the classic #10s.

Q2: How important is the consideration of attacking work rates vs 
defensive work rates when selecting your starting midfielders in a 
competitive match? Marc Campoverde
Work rates and willingness to work on both sides of the game is of vital 
importance. Just as important is the consideration of physical attributes. 
A player is more than willing to work on either side of the ball but if she/
he doesn’t have the “engine” to cover the distance and requirements 
of the position as dictated by the game, then it is all for naught. 
When selecting midfielders the technical abilities as well as tactical 
understanding of the moments of the game must be taken into account.
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Q3: Is there a specific formation you prefer to get your mid field players 
into the attack? Jeremiah Johnson:
This is an interesting question Jeremiah: For me if the idea is to address 
the midfield, I would have to say a 1-4-2-3-1. In this system, the flexibility 
of how the 5 midfielders is integrated lends itself to many permutations 
and shapes in the attack. Consider the following options: 1. One can play 
a line of 4 that would match up the opposing back 4, while still using the 
2 as supporting midfielders. 2. One can attack out of a diamond shape 
using a 1-2-1 formation in the final third. 3. One can also attack with a 
box in the final third by using a 2-2-2 (The Brazilian box), It is up to the 
coach’s interpretation of the system as well as his/her imagination.

Q4: What can you do to transfer the principles included in this webinar 
U14+ to coaching younger players. Duron Jones
Excellent question Duron. My suggestion here is “Chunk It”. Cut the 
concepts and activities into pieces that the younger players can digest. If 
you recall, at the webinar, I mentioned the idea if training using “Rondos”. 
The Spanish tool for keep away, 4V2, 5V3 etc. An example of this can be 
seen in activity 1-C: 8v8 +2 Ns. You will see 2 very clear diamonds that are 
numbers up while maintaining possession. Here the midfield concepts of 
total team support, proper team/group shape, Rhythm, and penetration 
can be taught to the young ones in a very functional activity that can 
later on be built up to include more players and more principles of attack 
or midfield.

Q5: In a typical 1-4-4-2 formation, how much should the outside mid 
field player ‘tuck in’ when the ball is on the week side of the field? Jeff 
Norman
As with any soccer, this is a matter of interpretation by the coach. I can 
tell you that as far as I am concerned, when the ball is on one side of the 
ball, the “weak-side” midfielder, should “tuck” in. 2 Reasons for this: 1. 
It keeps the line or team connected and 2. In the event of a turn over, it 
allows the team to achieve compactness quicker and more efficiently.

Q6: Rene mentioned specific players who exemplify the characteristics 
of different midfield positions. Could he repeat them again? Gary Spiro
I hope I understand the question. In the presentation I mentioned mainly 
3 different functions in midfield each with unique responsibilities. The 
first one is the Wide Midfielder: Responsibilities: Create Width, Get 
behind Defenders (Individually or in Combo play), Provide Service From 
The Flanks, Run at Central Defenders, Finish. Attacking Central M.F: 
Responsibilities: Run At Defenders, Find The Forward’s Feet, Combine 
With The FWDs, Finish. Holding M.F. Responsibilities: Maintain Shape in 
Mid Field, Switch The Point Of Attack, Support In “Tight” Situations, Make 
“Blind-Side “ Runs in the Final third and Finally, Take Middle and Long 
Distance Shots.

Q7: In activity #1 - How much support are you expecting from your 
Defenders and Goalkeeper? Mark Stanton
I hope that I have the right slide, Mark. In the first activity the individual 
starting the activity is not the GK - it is the Coach. None the less, you 
can have the GK start the game. I like to start the activities because I 
can control what areas or players I want to play to as well as the pace 
of the activity but to answer your question, in the modern game the 
GK uses feet 7 times more than he/she uses hands, so this provides a 
perfect opportunity to integrate the GK in to the session at the same 
time that technical and tactical awareness is developed. Support from 
our defenders is crucial. The most important component in possession 
is numerical superiority. As you know, we must only have more players 

around the ball than the opponent, therefor as we get out of our back-
third, we must now have those players join the midfield in order to 
maintain proper numbers around the ball to insure possession.

Q8: In activity #2 - How do you start the attack from the Goalkeeper 
and should the midfield players start? Mark Stanton
On this one, I defer to the coach. Each coach has specific objectives for 
the session therefore, game conditions as well as starting spots are the 
coach’s domain. Personally, I like to replicate what the players will find in 
the game as much as possible. I don’t see the midfielders starting play 
other than restarts so for me I rather the midfielders use the time and 
space to create proper team shape.

Q9: Rene, in your opinion, is the ability of a midfield player to read the 
game innate or can it be acquired during training? Antonio Superbia
What a terrific question Antonio. The latest trends in coaching suggest 
that in general, this can be taught. I agree with this concept. I believe 
that this is a matter of age appropriate and deliberate training of the 
players to accomplish this goal. There is no doubt that just as in school, 
some individuals will learn quicker and with more depth but in general, 
it can be learned. I also believe and - I will be the first one to rise my 
hand-That we confuse indoctrination (memorization) with education 
(understanding). An example of this would be to teach a wide midfielder 
to create width. We tell this player and we put him in situations that he 
has to get wide, when we have the ball over and over until he memorizes 
what to do, when we have the ball but does the player truly understand 
WHY he needs to get wide? Most of us present the players with the 
What, the Who, the How and the Where, but we seldom address the Why. 
If we, as coaches present activities that practically address the Principles 
of Play, then I believe the players will learn to read the game. 

Q10: As a starting point, is it better to attack through wide or central 
midfield? Luis Swisher 
For me, it is of the outmost importance to get the ball to the forward’s 
feet. In order for me to do that I must create the space in the central track 
therefore, As a starting point, I like to attack through the wide midfielder. 
We must also consider what the game is showing us. If the opponent is 
allowing the path to the forward’s feet straight away, then the starting 
point will be the center midfielder.

Q11: My team works hard on possession, building from the back and 
through our skilled midfield players. When we get the ball to our 2 
strikers, all the patience goes out the window and they head straight to 
goal. What can I coach to avoid this? Chris Swope
I believe this is a matter of habits. I would offer 2 bits of advice Chris: 
1. Truly define the role and function of your forwards. This should be a 
joint venture between you and the player/s. The player must be allowed 
to provide input in terms of their perceived responsibilities in the game. 
In the event that player and coach are not on the same page, then 
the coach must work his/her craft into convincing the players that the 
coach’s approach is the best one. 2. Place the player in the environment 
that will allow for understanding of the needs of the game as well as 
repetition and specific coaching in order to replace the undesired habits 
for the correct ones. It all comes down to correct repetition and correct 
feedback.
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This non-directional possession game provides a solid foundation for any possession-based session

Possession Game

WHY USE IT
This game allows players 
to get into the rhythm of 
the session in a competitive 
situation. It emphasizes 
good technique and good 
decision-making as far as 
keeping possession of the 
ball in the midfield area.

SET UP
Mark out a playing area 
measuring 40x60 yards 
(wider than longer).

HOW TO PLAY
Serve a ball to either of the 
teams. 
The team in possession 
attempts to complete 
6 passes without the 
opponents intercepting 
the ball.  
The teams have the support 
of the neutral players who 
have a 2-touch restriction. 
This is non-directional 
activity that emphasizes 
good team shape on both 
sides of  the ball.

TECHNIQUE
Good short and long 
passing and receiving of 
the ball. Good tactical 
awareness with proper 
support and switching he 
point of the point of attack. 

From your serve, the teams play 
and try to connect for 6 passes to 
get a point, without the opponents 
intercepting the ball

The team in possession 
can connect with a 
neutral player, in order 
to continue the count 
towards the 6 passes 
and get the point

If the opponents intercept the 
ball, then the count must start 

all over again 

The red team must be in the 
proper supporting shape, in 

order to have width and depth in 
the activity
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Targets and restrictions in different areas provide an exciting challenge for players to overcome in this 
intense game

Four Goal Game

WHY USE IT
Once the team has grasped 
the basic ideas behind 
possession, the next step 
is to give it direction and 
rhythm. By dividing the 
area in zones you can give 
your players different touch 
restrictions that will force 
them to change the rhythm 
of play. This activity will also 
provide the players with 
targets that will also set the 
pattern of in-back-wide to 
switch play.

SET UP
Set up a 40x60 yard area 
and divide it into 3 zones. 
The players will have 2 
touches in the middle zone 
and unlimited in the flanks. 
Also, set up 4 goals with 
flags in the flanks.

HOW TO PLAY
Play 8V8 using the keepers 
as targets. These targets can 
be used as support in the 
defending side of the game 
as well as a point of attack 
in offense. The players must 
dribble through the flags 
in order to get 1 point but if 
they use the targets in the 
buildup, they get 2 points.

TECHNIQUE
This activity emphasizes the 
need to move the ball from 
side to side, in order to open 
up the middle of the field. 
It also allows for the use of 
the targets in order to switch 
the point of attack and 
attack the weak side. Players 
should recognize what is 
required of them according 
to their position on the field 
and the time in the game.

From your serve, the players keep 
possession of the ball and try to 
score on the wide small goals by 
quick ball movement and proper 
support

Players can connect with the target 
in order to get 2 points by dribbling 

through the goals

If a team loses possession, 
they must transition 

immediately to defend 
and vice versa. Quick team 

shaping and re-shaping is 
required

Players maintain possession 
of the ball while they use 2 
touches in the middle zone 

and free touch in the flanks.
They must dribble through 

the gates (goals) in order to 
get a point
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Wide midfielders have to be switched on in order to get forward and support the forwards when the 
defense is penetrated. Get them rehearsed in this simple game

WHY USE IT
This activity incorporates 
the technical/tactical 
concepts of possession, 
while getting to 
the functions and 
responsibilities in attack of 
the wide midfielders 

SET UP
In the middle third of the 
field, set up a 30x40 yard 
grid with 4 midfielders 
playing against 3 opponents 
plus 2 neutrals on the sides. 
In the final 3rd, set up 
1 goal, a goalkeeper, and 3 
defenders, playing against 2 
forwards.

HOW TO PLAY
Play 4v3 +2 in the grid with 
unlimited touches at first, 
then add a touch restriction. 
The neutrals, have 2 touch 
from the start. Once all 
the 4 midfielder’s have 
touched the ball, then the 
team is ready to link with 
the forwards in the final 3rd. 
When the ball leaves the gird, 
then the 2 wide midfielders, 
join the forwards for a 4v4 
in attack. If the 4 lose the 
ball in the grid, they must 
win it back immediately. If 
they lose possession outside 
the grid, they must retreat 
immediately. The defenders 
try to find the 3 midfielders 
in the grid. The reds get 2 
points for every goal they 
score against the goalkeeper 
and the whites get one point 
every time defenders find the 
midfielders in the box.

The ball is played to the 
4 midfielders who try to get every 
midfielder to touch the ball and 
then look to find a forward’s feet

Once the ball is played into the 
final third, the wide midfielders 

make the runs to support the 
attack by providing width

The wide midfielders must  
anticipate when the last midfielder will  

touch the ball to prepare the run that will get 
them into the final 3rd and joining the forwards 

Support From Wide

In order to keep 
possession, there must 
be good team shape by 
the Reds, the angles and 
distance of support must 
be the right ones

The team must look to find gaps 
between the 3 defenders and try 

to get in behind them. They  
must also use the neutrals to 

create width

Once the 4v4 takes 
place, there must always 
be 3 runners in the box 
for every cross
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Penetrating attacks through the middle can be devastatingly effective. If you can create wave-after-
wave of attack you’ll give the opposition centre backs no time to rest

Attacking Centrally

WHY USE IT
This activity presents 
another option for attacking 
with the midfielders.

SET UP
In an area measuring 70x60 
yards – or from the goal line 
to the edge of the center 
circle, arrange the teams so 
that the reds are in a 2:4:2 
formation and the whites 
are in a 1:3:4:1.

HOW TO PLAY
The game starts from you. 
The reds look to keep 
possession of the ball and 
make at least one switch in 
the point of attack. Once that 
is completed, they need to 
find the checking forward 
who will be supported by 
the central midfielder and 
a wide midfielder. Up to 
this point there is shadow 
defending from the whites. 
Once the central midfielder 
touches the ball, the game 
becomes live and the reds 
look to score. If the whites 
win the ball, they must find 
their forward in order to get 
a point. Later in the game, 
once some rhythm has been 
established, play a regular 
game with full pressure.

TECHNIQUE
Solid passing and receiving 
both short and long passes. 
Good pace on the ball 
and the ability to drive 
balls on the ground. Good 
team shape and use of the 
neutrals to create width. 

The 4 midfielders maintain 
possession, looking for the 

opportunity to switch the ball  
and find a forward

Once the forward checks in for the 
ball, that is the cue to get the central 
midfielder and one wide midfielder 
into the attack to then create a 5v4 
situation in attack

The team in possession needs to 
create 2v1s in the midfield or  

gaps by spreading the  
opponents across the field

Once control has been established in midfield, 
then the attackers look to penetrate. The 
central midfielder and a wide midfielder 

support to get behind the defenders in a 4v4
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In fast paced matches, transitions can be the difference between victory and defeat. Get your team 
working on both sides of the ball with this effective game

Mastering Transitions

WHY USE IT
One of the principles of 
midfield is total team 
support. This implies 
attacking and defending 
at all times. This activity 
will set up the defensive 
structure of the team so 
that in turn, it will set up the 
counter attack.

SET UP
Place 2 goals in an area 
70x75 yards or from the 
goal line to 15 yards behind 
the center circle, arrange 
the teams in the following 
formations: reds, 1:2:4:2 and 
the whites in a 1:3:4:1. 

HOW TO PLAY
You serve the ball to one 
team from the sideline and 
a regular game is played. 
When the coach serves the 
ball, the Reds have 1 touch. 
When they lose the ball, 
the player that lost it, tries 
to recover it immediately. 
The rest of the players, get 
behind the ball and control 
the space around them at the 
same time that they mark the 
closest opponent.

Once the reds lose possession of 
the ball the player nearest to the 
ball puts immediate pressure and 
seeks to regain it

Once pressure has been 
applied the rest of the team 

gets compact both, from 
front to back and side to side, 

denying penetration

As one player puts 
immediate pressure, the 

rest of the team steers the 
opponent’s attack towards 

the sidelines to press 
against them

Once possession has been regained, then  
the team must recognize if they are attacking an 

organized or a disorganized defense. If the defense 
is unbalanced, the attack will be direct. If they are 

organized, then, build-up is required
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Wrap it up with a straight-up game of 11v11 to see the different elements combined and your players’ 
decision making tested in a match situation

Final Game: 11v11

WHY USE IT
The principles of midfield 
must be tested in a game. 
All of the previous concepts 
such as Total Team Support, 
Possession, Attacking 
Combinations, Positional 
Responsibilities, Finishing 
and Defending take place in 
this activity.

SET UP
Full Field, 2 goals, teams 
play out of a 1:4:4:2.

HOW TO PLAY
Regular game, all rules apply.

TECHNIQUE
Good passing and receiving 
(long and short), good 
tackling ability. Transition 
into good team shape 
in attack and defense. 
Finishing.

Beginning with a wide attack, 
the reds use the midfield to 
spread the whites out and find 
the forward’s feet to get behind 
the white’s midfield line

By bringing in the forward, now, 
the central midfielder can be 

brought in to attack the central 
track in the final 3rd and  

open the weak side, by 
switching the point  

of attack and  
going to goal

In the attacking phase of the  
game the team must create opportunities  

by adding numbers to the attack. One team 
shape to attain that goal would be to attack in a 
1:3:3:4, to facilitate numbers up around the ball 

and create even numbers in attack

In the defending phase of the game, 
and in order to apply the principles 
of defense, a team shape may be to 

play out of a 1:4:4:2

By dropping to about 10-15 
yards from the center circle, 

compactness as well as 
pressure on the ball can be 

attained
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