
AGE-PHASE Priorit iES

Love the baLL, Love the game



the priorities outlined here are a set of guiding principles for coaches to focus  
on in each of the age-phases. Coaching programmes will also include a balance 
of other themes to support these headline priorities.

5 - 11 
F o u n d A t i o n 

P H A S E 

12 - 16 
Y o u t H 

d E v E l o P m E n t 
P H A S E

17 - 21 
P r o F E S S i o n A l 
d E v E l o P m E n t 

P H A S E 

I n  p o s s e s s I o n
Aim to dominate possession intelligently, selecting the right moments to 
progress the play and penetrate the opposition.

o u t  o f  p o s s e s s I o n
Aim to regain possession intelligently and as early and as efficiently as possible. 
All aspects of the out of possession philosophy will take into consideration the 
state of the game, the environment and the pre-determined game plan.  

t r a n s I t I o n
Sense changing moments in the game, both in and out of possession, reacting 
instinctively and intelligently.

E n G l A n d  d n A  P l A Y i n G  P H i l o S o P H Y



inStinCtivE dECiSion-mAkinG PoSitivE And intElliGEnt 
AttACkinG rEACtionS 

PoSitivE And intElliGEnt 
dEFEnSivE rEACtionS

react quickly and positively when the 
ball is won or lost and have a range of 
individual options and actions.

Have a positive attitude when 
possession is regained, travelling 
quickly with and without the ball. take 
every opportunity to attack, create and 
score goals.

try to win the ball back quickly and 
prevent opponents from starting 
attacks.  Be proactive when the ball is 
lost and have confidence in your ability 
to defend. 

PoSitivE And  
EntHuSiAStiC dEFEndinG

intElliGEnt dEFEndinG mAStEr A vAriEtY oF dEFEnSivE 
tECHniquES And rolES 

Enjoy winning the ball back, be difficult 
to beat 1v1 and look to start attacks 
when you get the ball.

Be positive and confident in your 
positioning and ability to win the ball. 
Be alert when the opposition have 
possession.

Enjoy defending in a variety of roles 
and develop a range of techniques to 
regain possession.

StAY on tHE BAll,  
mAStEr tHE BAll

ExCitE witH tHE BAll And  
SEEk CrEAtivE SolutionS

ConnECt And ComBinE 
CrEAtivElY witH otHErS 

develop a mastery of the ball and 
the confidence to try new things.

Be exciting and positive in possession, 
playing with individuality and with 
elements of disguise and surprise.

Combine creatively and intelligently 
with others to create and  
score goals.

5 - 11  F o u n d A t i o n  P H A S E 



inStinCtivE dECiSion-mAkinG PoSitivE And intElliGEnt 
AttACkinG rEACtionS 

PoSitivE And intElliGEnt 
dEFEnSivE rEACtionS

dominate transition: react quickly and 
positively to the first individual action 
when both attacking and defending.

react instinctively and intelligently when 
possession is regained, recognising 
opportunities to disorganise the 
opposition. manage the state of the game 
when opportunities to attack are limited.

Prevent progression by disrupting or 
destroying momentum, forcing errors 
and protecting the goal.

PoSitivE And  
EntHuSiAStiC dEFEndinG

intElliGEnt dEFEndinG mAStEr A vAriEtY oF dEFEnSivE 
tECHniquES And rolES 

Be prepared to defend 1v1 and be 
confident without cover or support.

outwit your opponent with excellent 
patience, timing and intercepting skills.

win the ball cleanly, regaining and 
retaining possession in the same action 
to start attacks.

StAY on tHE BAll,  
mAStEr tHE BAll

ExCitE witH tHE BAll And  
SEEk CrEAtivE SolutionS

ConnECt And ComBinE 
CrEAtivElY witH otHErS 

look to receive the ball in all areas of 
the pitch and be prepared to stay in 
possession.

Seek creative solutions to game 
situations particularly when 
outnumbered or in congested areas.

Stay connected with the ball and your 
teammates to retain possession, open 
up compact defences and score goals.

12 - 16  Y o u t H  d E v E l o P m E n t  P H A S E



inStinCtivE dECiSion-mAkinG PoSitivE And intElliGEnt 
AttACkinG rEACtionS 

PoSitivE And intElliGEnt 
dEFEnSivE rEACtionS

react instinctively to transitions 
- both individually and as a team - 
based on the state of the game and 
pre-determined team tactics and 
strategies.

recognise opportunities to penetrate 
the opposition quickly, whilst also 
understanding when to retain and build 
possession, control the tempo and 
change the speed of play.

recognise, understand and react to 
potential danger.

PoSitivE And  
EntHuSiAStiC dEFEndinG

intElliGEnt dEFEndinG mAStEr A vAriEtY oF dEFEnSivE 
tECHniquES And rolES 

dominate individual defending 
scenarios to regain quickly and cleanly 
in order to start attacks. 

defend in an appropriate manner in 
relation to the state of the game.

work individually and collectively to 
dominate defending scenarios and 
nullify opposition attacks.

StAY on tHE BAll,  
mAStEr tHE BAll

ExCitE witH tHE BAll And  
SEEk CrEAtivE SolutionS

ConnECt And ComBinE 
CrEAtivElY witH otHErS 

retain possession with intent: both 
individually and as a team.

open up compact defences with 
outstanding individuality  
and teamwork.

use clever combinations to create and 
score goals.

17 - 21  P r o F E S S i o n A l  d E v E l o P m E n t  P H A S E 



t o  l E A r n  m o r E  v i S i t : 

ENGLANDdnA.Com



“Just ten more minutes” 

“I think you could tell I hadn’t had any 
coaching. All I used to do was dribble 
with the ball and never pass to anyone”

Every night after school I went on my own 
to the field to practise. Sometimes my mum 
would go mad. It would get to 9 or 10pm and I 
knew I had school the next morning. She would 
be shouting out of the window. But all I ever 
wanted was ten more minutes. 

I really feel like football has put me on the right 
path. I didn’t come from the best area in Leeds 
and I grew up on some of the roughest estates.  
All I thought was football, football, all the time. 

I was fourteen when I went to Leeds United Centre of 
Excellence. Before that, I had no formal coaching. The girls 
that I play with now say they had coaching aged 9 or 10 as 
well as playing for a girls’ team. I only started when I was 15, 
which looking back is quite late. 

I think you could tell I hadn’t had any coaching, all I used to 
do was dribble with the ball and I wouldn’t pass to anyone. 

“I want to see you on TV playing 
for England one day” 

It was my PE teacher at high school, Lindsay 
Monroe, who pushed me to the next step of my 
career. I’ve still not had chance to thank her for 
everything that she did. 

When I started high school I had no idea how to 
progress. She was the one who said: “I’m going 
to get you trials at Leeds United and I want you 
to be there at this time and at this place.” 

At the time I had no funds and my Mum couldn’t 
drive and sometimes didn’t have enough money 
to get me to places – so my teacher actually 
drove me to the trials for the first few sessions. 

Before she left she said to me:  “I want to see you 
on TV playing for England one day.” If she hadn’t 
put me on that track, I definitely don’t feel like I’d 
be where I am today. 

For Jess’s full player development story read Issue 14 of The Boot Room magazine

"One minute I was in 
year nine at school and 
not playing for anyone 
and then a year later  
I was in the first-team 
for Leeds"

4.

5.

6.



“Mum was a grafter”

A fly-away ball and a wall

Playground with the boys

I come from a single parent background - 
it was just me and my mum. 

Mum was a grafter, she did lots of 
cleaning jobs and always had the 
philosophy that you should work hard 
for what you want and if you work hard 
you’ll get the rewards. 

As soon as I set eyes on a football I just 
took it upon myself to start kicking 
around. As soon as I did, I knew that was 
what I wanted my career path to be. 
Even at such a young age. 

I was probably six or seven when I was starting 
to kick a ball around – I think my first ball was 
one of those plastic fly-away balls. 

I mostly played on my own. I used to live in 
a block of flats and I was always outside just 
kicking the ball against the wall. I used to play 
in the corridors and the sound of the ball would 
echo all the way through the building. People 
would always be coming out and shouting. 

When I went into primary school I just played 
with the lads. I didn’t know girls played football 
and just thought I would go all the way through 
playing with the lads – my plans were to play for 
Manchester United with Ruud van Nistelrooy. 

High school was a more difficult time for me 
– especially after I was selected for England. 
Some of the boys were great with me, but  
I think there were some that didn’t like it that  
I could play at their standard. 

Some of them were really competitive, but  
I think it probably made me a better player. 

Jess Clarke, England and Notts 
County forward, talks about her 

journey in the game and the 
key moments and influences 

along the way. 

1.

2.

3.



A connected  pathway



A connected  pathway



In goal and out of goal

Early on in my career I was just 
messing around with football – 
playing Sunday league, playing with 
my friends and at primary school.

It was at secondary school where 
the county team got a bit more 
involved. So I played for Shropshire 
schools as well. 

I probably played for about five 
different teams at that stage, both in 
goal and out of goal. But the higher 
the standard I always played in goal.

1.

2.

3.

4.

“I didn’t want to take football too seriously”

Playing for the county team gradually pushed me towards 
Shrewsbury Town, who left me with an open invitation 
really. I didn’t want to take football too seriously when I was 
younger.  When I was 14/15 I joined in with Shrewsbury Town 
and it went on from there. 

“Having nets just made 
it that bit more special”

I played for a couple of grassroots teams – I played 
for Saha Colts. It was about a mile from my house 
so I could cycle there and all my friends played for 
them. We had a good thing – we had some really 
dedicated coaches. I didn’t realise at the time, but 
they spent a lot of money and put a lot of effort in 
to help us enjoy football. 

All the little things that made it exciting, like having 
nets just made it that bit more special and helped 
us enjoy football. 

“I just loved football”

I didn’t give playing in goal too much thought, I just loved 
football. I played in goal and out of goal and loved scoring  
as well as saving. But the older I got, it was pretty evident 
that I was better in goal. I love the position, so I was happy.

At first I would play in any position. I always had a height 
advantage and could strike a ball better than most from 
a young age, so it made things a lot easier for me. But as 
people caught me up I had to go back in goal.

Joe Hart, England and Man City 
goalkeeper, talks about how he 
didn’t take football too seriously, 
how he loved to score goals and 
why playing for Shrewsbury 
Town was the peak of his aims.



“Shrewsbury Town was the 
peak of my aims and goals”

“My PE teachers were always really good with me -  
I still talk to my primary school PE teachers now.”

5.

6.

7.

My time at Shrewsbury was majorly 
important – it got me in the shop 
window to go to a club like Manchester 
City. I’ve always said that at 15 years old 
I was on the bench and at 16/17 years 
old I was playing. It was just an amazing 
opportunity. It was the peak of my aims 
and goals at the time, I never thought 
anything else would come of it. 

The club were always really supportive 
and they gave me my chance in football 
and I’m forever grateful for that. They 
put me in the team and they backed me. 

“I never felt restricted”

I didn’t really grasp the importance of what I 
was doing, so I was still going for a kick-around 
and playing for the love of it. If I wasn’t playing 
for Shrewsbury I was playing for the school, or 
playing with my friends. 

That was the lucky thing about playing for 
Shrewsbury Town, as I know a lot of academies 
don’t let their players play Sunday league or 
anything like that – but I was lucky that I was 
free to play for other teams. 

I never felt restricted with anything I did. I 
felt like I could play a game every night for 
different teams if I wanted to and it suited me. 

I’ve always had a good relationship with my family, who have been great with 
supporting me. Not pushing, but always helping me to get to training and 
games – which isn’t easy when they have work - so that was really helpful. 

My PE teachers were always really good with me, right from primary school – 
who I still talk to now. Also, the goalkeeper coach at Shrewsbury Town, Dave 
Timmins, who covered the coaching from U8s all the way through to the 
first team. He was mad keen and always wanted to know if I wanted to go to 
Shrewsbury. Eventually I did and he made things happen for me. 


