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LEARNING
FROM THE
MASTERS
It’s often said you can only plan for the future by understanding your history, so anyone 
who has the arrogance of youth would do well to listen to two of football’s grand masters
– Peter Shilton and Nobby Stiles, men only too aware that coaching analysis and 
psychology have long played a part in their beautiful game, 
as Martin Betts and Craig Smith discovered.
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hough he currently saves
anecdotes for after-dinner
speaking rather than 
25-yard thunderbolts

destined for the top corner 
of the net, it’s difficult to argue with
Peter Shilton’s views on the beautiful
game and coaching.

Having made more than 1,000 professional
appearances and won 125 caps for England
during a 30-year career, he plied his trade
under legendary managers Sir Alf Ramsey,
Brian Clough and Sir Bobby Robson on a
professional journey which took him from
Leicester to Leyton Orient, with nine clubs 
in-between.

While his list of medals and caps may blind to
the fact that he doesn’t hold any significant
coaching qualifications and that his own foray
into football management with Plymouth Argyle
was unspectacular at best, there’s no doubt
that one of the world’s greatest ever
goalkeepers has some useful insights and
advice for today’s coach.

His career spans four decades, from a 
black-and-white era where a cigarette in the
dressing room before kick-off wasn’t
uncommon, to the dawn of the Premier League
and the arrival of the continental manager,
sophisticated training, nutrition advisors 
and psychologists.

When Coaching Edge catches up with him he
is sitting in a pokey dressing room in the bowels
of the Savile Rooms, an exhibition venue in
Leeds. Even aged 60 he is an imposing
character and looks the part in an England
goalkeeper’s jersey and tracksuit bottoms
ahead of a corporate event that will see him
face penalties from an array of star-struck
businessmen and women.

‘When I first started out on the early part of my
England career, people like Sir Alf Ramsey
were basically managers,’ explains Shilton.

‘They had coaches – Harold Shepherdson and
Les Cocker – but the coaching was a lot
simpler, a lot of playing games and letting the
lads have a bit of fun at the right time, a bit of
shooting practice, a bit of running. 

‘But coaches started to think of new ways of
doing things and it got more complicated.

‘I think there is a danger of overdoing things:
there’s a desire to improve, to coach better, but
better doesn’t have to mean more complicated.
Implementing more complicated drills where
professional players have to really think, day-in
day-out, can jade them.

T

Shilton on Robson: 
‘If you’re talking
about a great
manager and great
coach, then 
I probably would have
to say Bobby Robson,
because that’s what he
was. He loved to get
on the training pitch
and he loved to join in
the coaching.’

©
 G

et
ty

 Im
ag

es

90618_5 Coaching Edge 20:20  22/06/2010  16:17  Page 5



6 EDGECOACHING |THE MASTERS|

‘With kids, certain drills can improve their
concentration, improve their technique, get
them thinking. But with professionals, if you
complicate coaching too much, they can get
tired mentally because they’re thinking too
much about training. It can be that, when you
come to a match day, players can be a little
stale rather than being mentally fresh.’

It’s the pervading message from Shilton
throughout the day: keep it simple. 

However, that’s not to say he doesn’t believe in
analysing coaching, nor taking the radical step
of taking a coaching lead from one sport and
incorporating it into a session plan for another.

He’s also quick to underline the importance of
an area of coaching sports coach UK has
been trying to promote in recent months: the
FUNdamentals of movement.

‘I think I was probably the first goalkeeper to
start to develop alternative exercises and drills
specific for my position, like footwork exercises
and quick-reaction exercises, and practising
punching and analysing different areas of
goalkeeping in order to improve in 
certain areas.

‘When I started it was “catch the ball at its
highest point” and “get your body as near to,
or behind, the ball as much as you can”– two
very basic things. I developed my footwork and
body positioning, which I learnt off a fellow
called Len Hepple, an ex-ballroom dancer,
who started to teach body positions.

‘If your body is in the right position, your feet
are in the right position and you have your
weight in the right position, you can be better
balanced and quicker to react. 

‘I don’t think a lot of coaches know about the
importance of getting the fundamentals of body
movement right.’

Shilton, as his posture and demeanour
suggests, is a very relaxed man, and his
favoured coaching style is laid back rather 
than dictatorial. He has no time for the rant-and-rave approach

of some managers and coaches, and he cites
‘Uncle Bobby’ Robson as the best
manager/coach he worked with.

‘It’s important coaches appreciate that if you
make a mistake it’s not always a bad thing as
long as something positive is learnt. People
don’t make mistakes on purpose; a coach has
to man-manage those people and get their
thought processes positive again.

‘The worst thing a coach can do when things
go wrong is to scream and shout, because you
then have even further to go to pick people up
for the next challenge.’

But if Shilton’s greatest moments on the pitch
were during Italia ‘90, it’s another World Cup
which springs to mind when Englishmen say just
one word...‘Nobby’.

Norbert Peter Stiles, ‘Nobby’ to football fans
over the last 50 years, was one of the unsung
heroes of the 1966 win.

Mention his name and images of a toothless
wonder dancing on the Wembley turf with the

‘I don’t think a lot
of coaches know
about the
importance of
getting the
fundamentals of
movement right. 
I learnt my
footwork and body
positioning off a
ballroom dancer.‘

Nobby Stiles was part
of the success of ‘66

Nobby Stiles, George Best and
Bobby Charlton lining up for
Manchester United in 1968 ©
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Jules Rimet Trophy are often conjured up. This
jig following the 4–2 win over West Germany
only touches upon the success of the diminutive
ball-winner who plied his trade under the
stewardship of some great coaches. 

‘I joined (Manchester) United in 1958,’
recounts Stiles, who made his first-team debut
against Bolton in October 1960, having
originally being signed as an inside-forward...
the Frank Lampard of his day!

Stiles, who along with Bobby Charlton shares
the distinction of being the only Englishman to
finish on the winning side in a World Cup Final
and European Cup Final, considers himself
‘very fortunate’ to have worked under
footballing knights Matt Busby and Alf Ramsey,
whom he calls two great managers, but with
very different philosophies and personalities.

‘Alf picked me for the under-23 international v
Scotland in 1965. My dad had told me my
best position was playing at the back, so I
asked Alf to see if I could revert to the back
and he said “you may if you wish, but in that 

position we have a certain Bobby Moore”...
that was how Alf spoke to you,’ says Stiles.

A boyhood Manchester United fan who thinks
perhaps the nearest player to him these days
would be someone like Owen Hargreaves, 
Stiles believes communication and listening 
to the manager was, and remains, the key 
to success. 

‘I tried to balance their two opinions (those of
Busby and Ramsey). Alf cemented a great
bond within the England team of ‘66, which is
still there today.’

After earning 28 England caps and following a
spell at Middlesbrough, Stiles moved into
management with Preston North End, whom he
had originally joined as a player-coach. 

Jobs with Vancouver Whitecaps and then West
Bromwich Albion followed, and the last
coaching job for the 68-year-old was back at
Old Trafford from 1989–1993 under Alex
Ferguson, helping develop a new generation of
talent which would include David Beckham,
Ryan Giggs and Gary Neville.

Don’t overdo things: there’s a
desire to improve, to coach
better, but better doesn’t have
to mean more complicated.

Develop alternative exercises
and drills specific for positions,
such as footwork exercises and 
quick-reaction exercises. If your
athlete learns that their body is
in the right position, and that
their feet are in the right
position and they have their
weight in the right position,
they can be better balanced
and quicker to react. 

Coaches must appreciate that
if you make a mistake it’s not
always a bad thing as long as
something positive is learnt.

For more on the
FUNdamentals of movement,
visit www.1st4sport.com where
you can purchase An
Introduction to the
FUNdamentals of Movement
resource and DVD.
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Stiles on Ramsey:
‘Tactically, Sir Alf
was so far ahead.
As a manager, he
was tremendous.’
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