
GWYNNE WILLIAMS

1© NSCAA all rights reserved.  The pages are from Attacking Principles eLearning series.  Visit NSCAA.com/eLearning for a listing.  Documents are for the 
exclusive use of the registered eLearning participants.  Copying, website posting and all other forms of distribution are strictly prohibited.

This session emphasized the need for coaches to include goalkeepers in outfield practices. 
Presented by Gwynne Williams

The Role Of The Goalkeeper And 
Defense In Attacking Play

Summary
Gwynne set the scene for this session by discussing changes to the 
rules in 1992 that prevented the goalkeeper picking the ball from a 
back pass. He suggested that a goalkeeper with limited technical foot 
skills becomes a liability and will undoubtedly limit the team’s ability to 
launch an attack from defense. Less competent goalkeepers make play 
predictable and usually risk losing possession for their team. On the other 
hand, capable goalkeepers are a real asset. Goalkeepers have the benefit 
of more time and space than most outfield players, so it is important that 
when the ball is in the defensive 3rd of the field the goalkeeper provides 
a supporting option for the defenders.
Gwynne emphasized the need for coaches to include goalkeepers in 
outfield practices. Gwynne retold a story from his days as the assistant 
coach with the New England Revolution, when he had to convince 
the head coach that the goalkeeper should not be excluded from 
the majority of outfield training - a decision that rewarded the club’s 
attacking play. His belief is that many coaches look at the goalkeeper 
as the last line of defense and not as the first line of attack. Possession 
should be the number one priority - so the goalkeeper becomes pivotal 
in supporting the defenders, providing an option for the team to possess 
the ball and a point for switching the point of attack.

Questions asked by participants and answered by Gwynne 
Williams
Q1: Many young keepers cannot take long goal kicks. Should they be 
encouraged to play out to their defenders rather than try to kick the 
long ball downfield? Dave Hourcade
The simple answer is yes. Many youth leagues are modifying their rules 
to ensure that the opposition retreat to the halfway line prior to the goal 
kick being taken to allow possession to be established.

Teaching players to kick the ball properly is still advisable and too few 
coaches spend the time to do this with their goalkeepers.

 
Q2: With the youth players, should the coach encourage goalkeepers to 
take goal kicks or should the kick be left to a defender with a stronger 
kick? Jeff Norman
In my opinion the goalkeeper needs to be the one taking the goal kicks. 

Coaches need to work with their goalkeepers so they become proficient 
in kicking the ball.

Simply bringing “big foot” back to kick the ball long serves very little 
purpose in the development of the goalkeeper. 

Q3: At what age would you begin to encourage goalkeepers to be 
active in the attack? Daniel Bautista
From the moment they start to play the position.

There are only two situations in the game. Either your team has the 
ball and is attacking or your team does not and is defending. It is a team 
game and needs to be coached in its entirety. 

Q4: Do you support having the goalkeeper join the attack for corner 
kicks in the last moments of a match or extra time? Scott Henry
We do see this in desperate situations and more so with professional 
players.

Suffice to say that it is best to never to be in a position that you 
contemplate this action.

However desperate situations require desperate measures and the 
presence of an extra body has reaped rewards on occasion. I dare say 
that the success percentage is low and the risk of being caught on the 
counter attack is high. 

I would not use this tactic with young players myself.

Q5: Do you think it is good for development of goalkeepers at u9-10 to 
rotate the position regularly with the field players? Dexter McFarlin
I do. 

It is good for all players to experience playing all positions especially 
this young.

You will not know at this young age just where they will gravitate to in 
the big picture.

Q6: Even in the modern game, with a heavily possession-based 
mentality, should the goalkeeper’s first option to initiate an attack be a 
long ball? Peter Menyasz
Given that once in possession of the ball a team has only one objective - 
score a goal, and to score it as quickly as circumstances will allow. 

GWYNNE WILLIAMS  
Executive Director, Issaquah Soccer Club

Gwynne Williams has a wealth of coaching and leadership experience at International, Professional, State and youth 
levels. In May 2013, Gwynne was appointed as the Executive Director of Issaquah Soccer Club, located in the foothills of 
the Cascade Mountains in Washington State. The club is home to over 300 youth teams and more than 3000 players. 

Gwynne was the Director of Coaching and Player Development for Alabama Youth Soccer Association, and was the 
assistant coach of the MLS professional team the New England Revolution from 2007 – 2010. International experience 
includes 14 years as a National Team Staff Coach for the Bermuda Football Association and a consultant to the 
Canadian Men’s National Teams. As a coach educator, Gwynne works with US Soccer Federation, US Youth Soccer and 
NSCAA.



GWYNNE WILLIAMS

2© NSCAA all rights reserved.  The pages are from Attacking Principles eLearning series.  Visit NSCAA.com/eLearning for a listing.  Documents are for the 
exclusive use of the registered eLearning participants.  Copying, website posting and all other forms of distribution are strictly prohibited.

A longer ball will achieve this in a shorter amount of time than a series 
of short passes. 

Having stated that, now it depends on the ability of the players you 
have at your disposal.

Are they capable of playing a long ball?
Can the receiver hold up the ball?
If the answer to those questions is yes then it is a good option when it 

is on.
If the answer is no then all you succeed in doing most of the time is 

giving away possession.
That is immoral in this game.
When the goalkeeper has the choice of a long or short pass and has 

the skill level to play both options, then the longer ball will achieve the 
objective of scoring a goal in less time. 

Q7: At what age do you think it’s most appropriate to start having the 
same two goalkeepers playing every game? Anthony Cosky
There will always be exceptions and not many of us coach in perfect 
situations.

With that said I believe that every player should experience playing all 
positions regularly U-10 and below.

Between the ages of ten and thirteen you may be lucky and have a 
small group of three or four that like to play the position of goalkeeper 
and show an aptitude for the position.

It is not until a player gets to the U-14 and above that I would expect us 
to be gravitating to playing the same two goalkeeper’s week in week out 
in every game. Even then it is ideal for these two goalkeepers to play in 
the out-field when they are not between the sticks.

Q8: I hear the term “keeper-sweeper” often. Can you explain this term a 
bit more? Rob Sovinski
The term “sweeper” was applied to a deep lying defender that played 
behind the other defenders and in front of the goalkeeper. This player 
effectively eliminated the goalkeeper supporting the defenders most of 
the time. It was perceived by many to be an overly cautious way to play 
the game.

More adventurous coaches encouraged the goalkeeper to take on this 
role of sweeping behind the back line therefore the term sweeper- keeper 
was born. 

Q9: In moving to support our backline defenders, what types of specific 
communication can our GK use? Edwin Todd
Communication is very important. Prevention is better than cure as they 
say.

However it is not an easy skill for young goalkeepers to acquire. 
Many young goalkeepers are not confident and unsure of the game 
and themselves. We cannot expect young goalkeepers to be totally 
in command of the game around them when they do not have the 
experience or the skill set.

Never the less communication makes the game easier and results in 
less breakdowns. 

All communication should be clear and timely. Goalkeepers will 
not have time for long speeches therefore quick clear and decisive 
instructions are best.

I teach goalkeepers to be consistent with their communication.
I ask them to state either “Keeper’s” meaning that they will deal with 

the ball, or “away” meaning that they expect a defender to deal with the 
ball. 

Goalkeepers can also give additional information: “Time”, “Man-on” are 

examples.
The goalkeeper generally has the luxury of only viewing the game 

through 180 degrees and the outfield players have to view the game 
through 360 degrees. 

 

Q10: In the youth program, how do you work with parents who are 
apprehensive when their son/daughter wants to play GK? Ryan 
Schierholz
Pressure is asking players to do something that they have not been 
prepared to do.

Therefore the key to building confidence in a player comes from the 
training ground. It is in training that you can develop skill and confidence. 
Once a player has those it is easy for all to see that they can be successful 
and are enjoying themselves.

Communication with parents will always be important and simply 
having a quick word and explaining what you are trying to do will go a 
long way.
 
Q11: Do you recommend the Striker(s) warm up the GK before the game, 
or a member of the Coaching staff? Ryan Schierholz
I prefer to have an assistant warm up the goalkeeper. 

The warm up is to prepare the goalkeeper physically and mentally for 
the game.

The striker needs to warm up with a different mind-set. They are trying 
to put the ball past the goalkeeper.

The goalkeeper’s warm up is both a practical and a psychological 
exercise. At its conclusion the goalkeeper must feel that they are ready 
both mentally and physically and feel that nothing can get past them.

Q12: The Goalkeeper 3 diploma course I attended encouraged me to 
have the Goalkeeper step hard to support the full back with the ball. I 
feel as though this takes the keeper out of position and thus hinders his 
ability to cut off angles, maintain balance. What do you recommend? 
Justin Morrow
While your defender has the ball your team are attacking. The first 
priority of the goalkeeper must be to support the player with the ball or 
give the team balance. At this moment the defensive side of the game is 
not a top priority. Keeping possession is.

Now as soon as possession is lost then the defensive responsibilities 
are important and could result in the goalkeeper having to make large 
adjustments to their position.

I recommend that the goalkeeper support when the team are in 
possession. If a breakdown occurs it is more likely a breakdown in passing 
and receiving than anything to do with the goalkeeper’s defensive skills. 

Q13: If possession is paramount why do we see so many GK’s still 
punting the ball downfield turning it into essentially a 50/50 ball (at 
best) in the air? Kevin Casey
Sadly this is all too familiar. It occurs because of a lack of coaching.
Goalkeepers want to be a part of the game and all too often they are only 
involved offensively when they kick the ball aimlessly down the field. The 
assessment should be based on if the team maintain possession. If you 
have a striker that can hold up the ball then this can be a good tactic. 
However all too often it it just an aimless kick and possession is lost.

A lot of leagues have recognized that kicking the ball aimlessly is 
not a desired quality and are making modifications to the rules to stop 
this. They do not allow the goalkeepers to punt the ball. They insist that 
they throw the ball or put the ball at their feet and play like all the other 
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players. 

Q14: If the GK is to support the attack what is the recommended 
position of the GK on the field if the attack is in the opponents half of 
the field? Same question from Mark Stanton and Chris Murray

The goalkeeper should be attached to the backline at all times. They 
will continually be adjusting their positioning NES&W as the game flows.

There are some considerations that need to be taken into account 
that are unique to each goalkeeper. These considerations will impact 
the goalkeepers positioning. Things like size. Larger goalkeepers can 
generally be a bit more advanced off their line as the risk of high balls 
may not be as great.

Speed. The faster a goalkeeper is then the quicker they can recover or 
get to the ball that is played through. 

In general if the ball is in the other teams half of the field the 
goalkeeper will be advanced off the line. The deeper the ball goes into 
the other teams half the greater that advancement will be. 

I see no need for a goalkeeper to be more than 5or6 yards outside the 
penalty area. From this point they can cut out through balls, support their 
defenders and recover to protect the goal.
 
Q15: Should the goalkeeper be our best technical players in the team to 
be successful? Varsay Lewis
In an ideal world the goalkeeper should be as good technically with their 

feet and as astute as any outfield player on the team. A great example 
for our young players to watch is Nick Rimando of Real Salt Lake. He is as 
comfortable with the ball and his passing is as good as any player in the 
league. Not surprisingly he has had a long and successful career as a top 
goalkeeper in this country.

Q16: What are your thoughts on applying different levels of pressure on 
the goalkeeper in the different activities to create technical, tactical and 
psychological scenarios? Fabian Banchiero
Applying different levels of pressure on the goalkeeper would be a 
desired barometer of their ability to deal with situations. Pressure comes 
when we ask a goalkeeper to do something that they are unprepared for. 

In coaching we start off with no pressure. This allows for repartition 
of the technique. Pressure is gradually introduced to create a sense of 
timing and confidence. This builds gradually to what we refer to as “game 
like” conditions. 

In this way we gradually build the technique into skill and develop 
the tactical and psychological and physical qualities that are needed to 
perform under pressure.
 
Q17: Why did examples show more or an equal number of attackers 
when the goalkeeper was distributing a short pass? Daniel Docherty
It is true to say that we would start out be giving the goalkeeper and 
defenders numerical advantage so that they have a greater chance of 
success. 

However it is desired to build the games to even numbers so that the 
degree of difficulty increases. 

Players need to solve soccer questions (challenges) on the field and 
being numbers even and even numbers down will occur at times. We 
build to overcome those difficult situations that can and do occur in the 
game. 
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10yds

10yds

This simple activity will get your players ready for a possession session by focusing on their 
technique

Short Passing Warm-up
WHY USE IT
This activity gives you an 
opportunity to work with 
players on simple passing 
technique. It develops 
a player’s short passing 
technique, movement 
after playing the ball and 
receiving with an open 
body position.

SET UP
Set up a 10x10 yard area 
with a cone in each corner. 
Two or three players in each 
corner of the square. Use 
two areas for a squad of 16 
or more players.

HOW TO PLAY
The first person in one of the 
corners starts the activity by 
making a pass with their right 
foot along the outside of the 
square in a counterclockwise 
direction. 
After making the pass, the 
player follows the ball to the 
next group. The first person 
on the next cone receives 
the pass and continues the 
sequence. Play for three or 
four minutes or until you feel 
the players have had enough 
repetition.

TECHNIQUE
This activity emphasizes the 
correct passing technique 
over a short distance with 
the inside of the foot. The 
pass should be firm and 
along the ground and the 
receiver should open their 
body to setup the next pass 
with one touch.

Pass with the right foot 
outside the line and 
follow the pass

The passing player 
must consider the 
timing and weight 
of release to 
coincide with the 
checked move of 
the receiver 

Change the 
direction of the 
passing to a 
clockwise direction 
and passes made 
with the left foot

The receiver should 
check away to create 

space and then check 
to the ball. Used two 

touches only

As player competencies 
increase the distance 

between players and the 
amount of time spent on 

this activity

The receiving player should 
make the checked move 

realistic to game conditions 
with movement away and 

then check back to the ball
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15yds

15yds

15yds

15yds

10yds
15yds

Ease your goalkeepers into the team possession principle with this progressive activity

Goalkeeper Possession Game 1

WHY USE IT
This activity encourages 
outfield players to keep 
possession of the ball by 
interchanging passes and 
including the goalkeeper. As 
in a game, the goalkeeper 
must use his or her feet 
when receiving a pass from 
a teammate.

SET UP
Set up a 15×15 yard area 
with room on all four sides 
of the square for support 
players. On two ends of the 
square place 4-5 spare balls. 
Set up an area for every 
eight players.

HOW TO PLAY
This activity involves eight 
players: 2v2 in the square and 
a goalkeeper on the outside 
of the square opposite each 
other. Two players rest. The 
objective of the activity is for 
the goalkeepers to develop 
confidence in using their 
feet and support the team 
in possession of the ball to 
retain possession. As the 
activity progresses, pressure 
is applied to the goalkeeper. 
One of the goalkeepers 
starts the activity with a pass 
to one of the teams in the 
square. Points are awarded 
for a team completing five 
consecutive passes.

TECHNIQUE
Goalkeepers are frequently 
required to use their feet 
and keep the flow and pace 
of attack constant. Limiting 
the goalkeepers to two 
touch adds pressure and 
requires the goalkeepers to 
play quickly.

A goalkeeper starts the 
activity and both goalkeepers 
and play for the team in 
possession of the ball. At 
first the goalkeepers are not 
pressured

Two wide outfield players 
are added, one on either 
side of the square. The wide 
players play for the team in 
possession of the ball

Goalkeepers are encouraged 
to use two touches but on 
occasion one touch may be 
more appropriate

Goalkeepers are encouraged 
to use 2 touches at least. One 

goalkeeper can pass to another 
to change the point of attack  

if they cannot find an  
open field player

The area is reduced to a 10x15 yard 
rectangle. This adjustment adds 

additional pressure on the goalkeeper 
and players in possession of the ball. 
An extra player is also added to both 

teams, reducing space and time

The goalkeepers are now 
limited to two touches and 

must continually adjust their 
supporting position and be 

thinking of the next pass
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30yds

20yds

The modern goalkeeper must be able to control and pass effectively in order to launch attacks and 
retain possession as emphasized in this activity

WHY USE IT
This activity emphasizes 
the role of the goalkeeper 
in supporting the attack. 
It encourages goalkeepers 
to combine with defensive 
players and develops 
confidence in using their 
feet.

SET UP
For realism, the activity is 
setup on the field adjacent 
to one of the penalty areas. 
One of the goalkeepers 
operates inside the 
penalty box and the other 
goalkeeper operates from 
the edge of the playing 
area at the other end. The 
playing area measures 
30x20 yards. The squad is 
organized into three teams 
of four with two neutral 
players playing for the team 
in possession.

HOW TO PLAY
To begin the activity select 
one of the teams to be the 
defenders. The other two 
teams combine to create 
an 8v4 possession activity. 
When the defenders win 
possession, the team 
that gave the ball away 
automatically switch and 
become defenders. 

TECHNIQUE
The goalkeeper should 
be prepared to receive a 
pass back from any of the 
attacking players. Naturally, 
the quality of pass back will 
vary and will present the 
goalkeeper with challenges 
to receive the ball and play 
quickly to maintain speed 
of attack.

Goalkeepers adjust 
their position along the 
end lines and combine 
with the attacking team

Goalkeepers are 
encouraged to play 

two touch

You can direct the 
attacking players to play 
the ball from one end to 
the other or laterally to 

the wide players

The attacking players can 
make passes to unopposed 

goalkeepers and wide support 
players

Goalkeeper Possession Game 2
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Ram home the principles of the goalkeeper as an additional outfield player with this  
fun activity

Goalkeeper & Defenders Possession Game

WHY USE IT
This activity gives you 
an opportunity to work 
with the goalkeeper and 
defensive players to move 
the ball forward and 
combine with midfield 
and attacking players.. 
Communication between 
the goalkeeper and 
defenders is emphasized.

SET UP
Set up two penalty boxes 
adjacent to each other. In 
each area is a full-sized 
goal with the goalkeeper. 
The field is the width of the 
penalty box and the depth 
of two penalty boxes.

HOW TO PLAY
Play 6v6 in the area with 
two neutral players playing 
for the team in possession. 
A goalkeeper plays for each 
team. Each team attacks 
the opponent’s goal and 
regular rules apply. The 
only exception occurs when 
possession is won by the 
other team. The ball must 
be passed back to the 
goalie before it can be played 
into the opponent’s half of 
the field.

TECHNIQUE
Passes back to the 
goalkeeper should be 
played wide of the goal 
to prevent a goal being 
scored if the goalkeeper 
miskicks the ball. Where 
possible, defensive players 
should play the ball along 
the ground, and to the 
goalkeepers strongest foot.

The game is started 
and restarted by the 

goalkeeper

When a turnover of 
possession occurs, 
the defenders must 
pass back to the 
goalkeeper

The goalkeeper 
should be actively 
involved in the play 
at all times

The goalkeeper should be 
prepared to support his or 

her own pass

Attacking players 
attempt to penetrate 
behind and between 
the defense of their 

opponent
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Use this great game to give the keepers a focal point for launching attacks and switching 
possession

Play 5v5 between the 
goal line and the half 
way line

1 point is awarded 
for penetrating pass 
or a penetrating 
dribble

Points are awarded 
for penetrating 

through the gates

The importance of 
communication by the 
goalkeeper should be 

encouraged at all times

The goalkeeper should 
look to make penetrating 
passes through the gates 

or switch the ball from 
one side of the field to 

another

Role Of Keeper And Backline In Attack

WHY USE IT
Use this activity to 
encourage players to 
penetrate from wide and 
central positions. The gates 
give the attacking team a 
target to aim for.

SET UP
Use one half of the field. 
Use cones to extend the 
width of the penalty box 
to the half way line. Players 
play 5v5 between the half 
way line and the goal line 
with two neutral players 
playing for the team in 
possession. One player 
operates wide on each side 
of the field and each team 
has a goalkeeper. Points 
are scored by penetrating 
through three 2 yard gates 
set up across the center of 
the field. 

HOW TO PLAY
The goalkeeper starts by 
passing the ball to one of 
his or her team mates. The 
attacking team attempts 
to make a penetrating pass 
through the gates to a team 
mate or a penetrating dribble 
through the gate. A point is 
awarded for each successful 
attempt. The keeper supports 
from behind the play and is 
encouraged to switch play 
from one side to the other.

TECHNIQUE
When the goalkeeper 
receives a back pass 
from a teammate, he or 
she can play wide to the 
support players, or make 
penetrating passes through 
the center of the field.

The wide players 
and neutral players 
play for the team in 
possession
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This session gives you almost endless opportunities to practice different scenarios that require the 
goalkeeper to take an active part in building an attack

Attacking from the back half-field

WHY USE IT
This activity gives you an 
opportunity to work with 
the goalkeeper, defense and 
midfield players to build up 
an attack from defensive 
positions.

SET UP
This activity occurs on one 
half of the field. A goal is 
positioned in the center 
circle facing the opposing 
goal. Two teams of 7 play 
against each other and each 
team has a goalkeeper.

HOW TO PLAY
Regular rules apply to this 
activity. The goalkeepers are 
encouraged to support the 
defenders when they are 
facing back towards their 
goal. Initially the goalkeeper 
is only allowed play a pass to 
a player in the defensive half 
of the field.

TECHNIQUE
The defensive and midfield 
units must work with the 
goalkeeper to play the ball 
forward to the attacking 
players. On receipt of the 
ball by the goalkeeper, 
wide defensive players 
and wide midfield players 
should stretch the field wide 
to provide space for the 
central players operate. 

Play 7v7 on one half of the 
field with two goalies and 
two full-sized goals

Regular rules apply, but the 
goalkeeper can only play 
the ball in his/her end of 

the field

Add a condition to the game to 
encourage the defenders to keep 

possession and manage the game.  
Once a team has scored, they are 

prohibited from scoring again  
until the other team  

has scored

Allow the goalkeeper 
more freedom to play 

long passes directly 
into the opposition half
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