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  Opening Words 
 

Welcome to another season preview! 

In terms of putting these together, no 

sooner does one season end than 

another begins. Even so, it feels like a 

lot has happened since the Sky Blues 

put six past Millwall in a meaningless 

final day game back in May. 

There was a sense towards the end of 

last season that this Coventry City side 

had figured out how to compete in the 

Championship and that this season 

could be looked forward to with a level 

of optimism – with the return to 

Coventry adding to that sense of 

excitement. 

However, it isn’t ridiculous to suggest 

that pre-season preparations could 

have gone better. Recruitment hasn’t 

been as proactive as Coventry City 

fans have been accustomed to under 

Mark Robins, key players have been 

missing from much of pre-season and 

friendly results haven’t been great. 

While pre-season results and 

performances should be cast off as 

irrelevant, there is a general feeling 

that Mark Robins hasn’t been able to 

prepare for the new season in the 

manner he would have been wanting 

or expecting. It raises the prospect of, 

for the first time under Mark Robins, a 

season without progress, or maybe 

even a backwards step. 

Maybe it is a pessimistic view, maybe 

things will fall into place in the early 

part of the season, but there doesn’t 

feel the same sense of purpose about 

the Sky Blues under Mark Robins this 

summer as there has been before. 

Of course, the important caveat here is 

that this is a summer like no other. 

Following over a year of football 

without fans, the club’s ability to 

strengthen in the transfer market has 

clearly been hampered. The important 

thing to bear in mind – as will be 

apparent by this season preview’s 

catchphrase ‘Covid-impacted’ – is that 

almost the entirety of the rest of the 

division is facing similar challenges. 

It raises the possibility of it being quite 

an open Championship season, with 

only a handful teams looking 

significantly better or worse than the 

rest of the division. If lessons can be 

learned from last season’s difficult 

adaptation to this level, there is an 

opportunity for the Sky Blues to finish 

much higher up the division than 

expected. 

I’ll leave it at that for now, ahead of 

the remainder of this season preview.  

Just a note that this preview was 

published on 2nd August 2021 at 10am, 

all stats and analysis will be as 

accurate as possible for that time and 

date. 
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  Barnsley 
Last Season: 5th in the Championship 

Manager: Markus Schopp (Since 

29/06/21) 

Key Player: Callum Styles (CM/LB) 

Key Signing: Devante Cole (ST) 

Key Departure: Alex Mowatt (CM) 

Dragged from a relegation scrap last 

season into a top-six finish following 

the early season appointment of 

Valerien Ismael, the key question 

surrounding Barnsley this season is 

whether they have the infrastructure 

to maintain a position towards the 

higher end of the Championship or if 

there is a mean towards the bottom 

half that they may end up regressing 

to. 

The incoming Markus Schopp kept 

TSV Hartberg in mid-table in the 

Austrian top-flight over the past three 

seasons on a limited budget but will 

arrive in the Championship as 

something of an unknown quantity. 

The Austrian has preached a more 

possession-based style of play this 

season, in contract to predecessor, 

Ismael’s, direct brand of intense 

pressing. Just how important Ismael’s 

style, that prioritised fitness over 

technical ability, was in getting the 

best out of Barnsley’s squad will be a 

key question this season. 

The departures of Alex Mowatt in 

midfield and the physical presence of 

Daryl Dike in attack are big blows, 

especially that of Mowatt, for his 

quality in possession, given what 

Schopp is trying to achieve with this 

Barnsley side. 

The move to bring Callum Styles from 

left wing-back into central midfield 

could be key in Barnsley’s 

transformation this season. Former 

Liverpool youngster, Herbie Kane’s, 

cultured style of play could be well-

suited to Schopp’s football, while the 

energy of Romal Palmer makes up a 

decent trio in the centre of the park. 

At the back, Mads Andersen and 

Michael Helik were in excellent form 

last season as an aggressive central 

defensive partnership, while Callum 

Brittain provided excellent delivery on 

the right side. In attack, Barnsley have 

plenty of options in Carlton Morris, 

Cauley Woodrow, and new additions 

Devante Cole, and Obbi Oulare, 

whether, between them, they can 

replace the presence and scoring Dike 

offered remains to be seen. 

A repeat of last year’s top-six finish 

may be a tall order for a club like 

Barnsley with their available 

resources. Mid-table is likely to be a 

good return, especially if it involves an 

evolution of style under new boss, 

Markus Schopp. 
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  Birmingham City 
Last Season: 18th in the Championship 

Manager: Lee Bowyer (Since 16/03/21) 

Key Player: Lukas Jutkiewicz (ST) 

Key Signing: Ryan Woods (CM) 

Key Departure: Alen Halilovic (AM/W) 

Birmingham City have spent the best 

part of the past five years doing their 

utmost to ensure they get relegated 

but have avoided doing so. The 

presence of Lee Bowyer in the dug-out 

this season promises a much greater 

sense of purpose at St Andrew’s. 

With a squad in danger of ageing in 

some key areas, Lee Bowyer has 

targeted younger, fresher legs in the 

transfer market in order to spruce 

things up. While he has been limited to 

free transfers and loan signings, 

Bowyer seems to have lured some of 

the better of those available to a mid-

tier Championship club. 

Young Manchester United winger 

Tahith Chong arrives with a big 

reputation, albeit after an 

underwhelming previous campaign at 

two different loan clubs, while Dion 

Sanderson and Juan Castillo provide 

fresh energy in a defence that looked 

creaking at times last season. 

With either Neil Etheridge – who spent 

much of pre-season in hospital with 

Covid – or Matija Sarkic to call upon in 

goal, Blues fans should be accustomed 

to the occasional heroics between the 

sticks this season. Just how Bowyer 

blends the experience of players such 

as Harlee Dean, Marc Roberts, and 

George Friend with the youth of 

Sanderson and Castillo in defence will 

be interesting to see. 

The addition of Ryan Woods in the 

centre of the park offers the hope of 

Birmingham being able to control 

games, rather than relying purely on 

the running of players such as Gary 

Gardner and Ivan Sunjic. 

Along with Chong, Bowyer can call 

upon the reliable threat of Ivan 

Sanchez out wide, the pace of Jeremie 

Bela and the goal threat that new 

addition, Jordan Graham, may be able 

to pose. 

Up front, the signing of Charlton 

Athletic super-sub, Chuks Aneke, 

offers a much-needed alternative to 

the ageing Lukas Jutkiewicz, and 

poacher Scott Hogan. 

Birmingham’s squad is still suffering 

from years of managerial changes, but 

Bowyer has been able to impose a level 

of freshness to it. It may not be enough 

to push much higher than mid-table, 

but Blues look a more organised, 

motivated team that will be capable of 

bloodying some noses along the way. 
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  Blackburn Rovers 
Last Season: 15th in the Championship 

Manager: Tony Mowbray (Since 

22/02/17) 

Key Player: Adam Armstrong (ST) 

Key Signing: Harry Pickering (LB) 

Key Departure: Harvey Elliott (W) 

A miserable second half to last season 

has Tony Mowbray under pressure in 

the Blackburn Rovers hot-seat heading 

into the new campaign. Ideally, the 

manager would have a fresh batch of 

arrivals to offer the promise of change 

this season, but, at the time of writing, 

Blackburn have yet to make a new 

signing – with new face, Harry 

Pickering, signed in January, before 

spending the rest of the season on loan 

back at Crewe Alexandra. 

It puts the onus on Mowbray to get the 

best out of his available resources, 

which contains more than a few 

players that other Championship 

managers would love to work with. 

Even leaving aside star striker, Adam 

Armstrong, (who looks set to leave 

before the end of the summer transfer 

window), players such as Thomas 

Kaminski, Ryan Nyambe, Darragh 

Lenihan, Joe Rothwell, Bradley Dack, 

Tyrhys Dolan, and Ben Brereton form 

the basis of what could be quite a 

decent Championship side. 

A lot rests on whether Tony Mowbray 

can, once again, bring in some premier 

loan talent between now and the end 

of the transfer window, as well as 

utilise the funds brought in by a likely 

Adam Armstrong sale to make one or 

two impactful permanent additions as 

top of that. 

The key issue Blackburn Rovers face is 

whether Tony Mowbray’s reign has 

lost its momentum. The former 

Middlesbrough and West Brom 

manager can cut a rather forlorn 

figure on the touchline, even at the 

best of times, and the worry is that a 

lack of enthusiasm could permeate the 

playing squad. 

The worry is that Blackburn have left 

it too late to bring an end to the Tony 

Mowbray era. Although it’s apparent 

that the issues the club has faced in 

recruiting this summer have been 

associated with Covid, a whole 

summer under a new manager may 

have injected the club with a sense of 

purpose that appears to be missing. 

While a potential relegation battle 

cannot be completely ruled out, based 

on the team’s form since the turn of 

the year, there is surely too much 

talent in this Blackburn Rovers squad 

for that to be a possibility. Another 

year bobbing around mid-table looks 

set to be on the cards at Ewood Park. 
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  Blackpool 
Last Season: 3rd in League One 

Manager: Neil Critchley (Since 02/03/20) 

Key Player: Jerry Yates (ST) 

Key Signing: Reece James (LB/CM) 

Key Departure: Ellis Simms (ST) 

Neil Critchley did an impressive job at 

Bloomfield Road last season in his first 

full season as a manager. The former 

Liverpool under-23s boss almost 

entirely re-built Blackpool’s squad and 

turned them into a highly-efficient 

team-unit that could win games both 

on their defensive strength and 

attacking firepower. 

As with every newly-promoted club, 

the question with Neil Critchley’s 

Blackpool this season is whether what 

worked in League One is replicable in 

the Championship. Both defensive 

solidity and attacking firepower are 

going to be harder to come by, leaving 

the onus on the organisational skills 

Critchley demonstrated over the 

course of last season. 

Critchley has largely continued to 

recruit in the market he knows best, 

under-23 football in the North-West, 

with four of his nine new signings 

having recently spent time at Premier 

League clubs from that area. Aside 

from the veteran defender, Richard 

Keogh, it’s hard to argue that any of 

Blackpool’s new signings offer proven 

Championship quality. 

It puts the onus on a defensive unit, 

marshalled by Chris Maxwell in goal, 

to make a big step up after impressing 

last year, along with Jerry Yates in 

attack to continue to bag the goals at 

the other end. 

Blackpool at least look ready for a 

battle, with a potential midfield trio of 

Callum Conolly, Kevin Stewart, and 

Kenneth Dougall, which would possess 

strong combative qualities. There is a 

question over whether there is the 

creativity in the centre of the park to 

be able to get hold of possession and 

occasionally dictate games to 

opponents. 

That may not be Critchley’s plan, given 

the pace CJ Hamilton, Keshi Anderson 

and Demetri Mitchell can pose on the 

counter, however, the quality of their 

wide players’ final ball is another 

potential area of creative concern for 

Blackpool. 

Keeping this Blackpool side in the 

Championship would add another 

string to Neil Critchley’s bow as a 

young manager. It will be a tall order, 

but he has demonstrated the nous thus 

far to maximise his available 

resources. 
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  Bournemouth 
Last Season: 6th in the Championship 

Manager: Scott Parker (Since 28/06/21) 

Key Player: Arnaut Danjuma (W) 

Key Signing: Emiliano Marcondes (AM) 

Key Departure: Cameron Carter-Vickers 

(CB) 

By appointing Scott Parker as 

manager, Bournemouth are hoping to 

get over the post-Eddie Howe identity 

crisis that saw, perhaps, the most 

talented Championship squad ever 

limp out of promotion contention with 

a meek play-off semi-final second leg 

defeat at Brentford. 

Any concerns that Bournemouth 

would have to enact a fire sale of their 

most talented players in order to 

balance the books for another season 

of Championship football have, thus 

far, been mooted. Only Asmir Begovic 

in goal and Cameron Carter-Vickers in 

central defence have been key players 

lost from last year. However, a 

tightening of the belt has been 

apparent from slow incoming transfer 

activity, with midfielder Emiliano 

Marcondes recruited on a free transfer 

and left-back Leif Davis on a loan. 

Provided an adequate replacement for 

Asmir Begovic in goal can be recruited 

soon, Bournemouth look close to as 

strong as ever at the back heading into 

the new season. Key figure, Steve Cook 

is, slightly remarkably, only 30 years 

old, while there is younger cover in 

Lloyd Kelly and Chris Mepham in 

central defence. Another Bournemouth 

stalwart – who is, again, only 30 years 

old – Adam Smith, provides energy on 

either flank at full-back, while Jack 

Stacey and Leif Davis will provide 

further width when called upon. 

In central midfield, the battling 

qualities of Jefferson Lerma and Ben 

Pearson will provide the platform for 

Bournemouth’s more creative players 

to operate. The rangy Philip Billing 

was in excellent form last season, 

while the fleet-footed David Brooks 

was devastating in patches last year. 

Securing Junior Stanislas to a new 

contract means the forward trio of 

him, Arnaut Danjuma, and Dominic 

Solanke can continue to terrorise 

Championship defences. If Scott 

Parker can find some decent back-up 

in attack, Bournemouth look well-

placed to go one better this season. 

Provided that key players can be held 

onto between now and the closure of 

the transfer window, Bournemouth 

look a daunting prospect for the rest of 

the Championship heading into the 

new season. With a competent 

manager in charge in Scott Parker, it 

would be especially surprising if they 

don’t achieve promotion this time out. 
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  Bristol City 
Last Season: 19th in the Championship 

Manager: Nigel Pearson (Since 24/02/21) 

Key Player: Daniel Bentley (GK) 

Key Signing: Matty James (CM) 

Key Departure: Jamie Paterson (AM/W) 

For Nigel Pearson, it is time for the 

football to do the talking, rather than 

himself. Despite doing little to rectify 

Bristol City’s alarming second half of 

the season form, Pearson has 

promised to toughen up the Robins, 

looking to get to the bottom of why the 

club has gone off-piste in recent years 

following previous ambitions of 

making the top-flight. 

The additions of Andy King and Matty 

James to Bristol City’s midfield signify 

Nigel Pearson’s intent this season. 

Neither are the most exciting of 

additions, but Pearson knows, having 

worked with them at Leicester City, 

that they can foment a tougher 

mentality at Ashton Gate. However, 

there is a concern over a lack of 

imagination or strategy on Pearson’s 

part that he is leaning on players he 

last worked with six years ago. 

It signifies the bigger concern with 

leaving Nigel Pearson to rebuild Bristol 

City, whether he remains an effective 

manager at Championship level. It is 

easy to stick the boot into a team that 

is underperforming, but it is another 

thing to rectify poor performances and 

put in place the building blocks for 

success. Pearson will absolutely not 

get away this season with continuing 

to hang his players out to dry. 

Having let go of a lot of quite a few 

players who would be coveted by other 

Championship clubs for free, the 

question is whether what is left is 

good enough to improve on last 

season. As impressive as the addition 

of ball-playing centre-back, Rob 

Atkinson, is in defence, there is a lack 

of energy and dynamism in attack. 

While there is a lot of hope being 

placed on the shoulders of youngsters 

Antoine Semenyo, Tommy Conway, 

and Alex Scott to provide that, it is 

asking a lot of very raw talents. Along 

with new additions, Matty James and 

Andy King, experienced Championship 

performers Nahki Wells, Chris Martin 

and Andi Weimann are going to have 

to lead this Bristol City side. 

Pearson is fortunate that expectations 

are low at Ashton Gate, which should 

buy him time early in the season. 

While the squad should still be a little 

too good to struggle, Pearson’s 

managerial style could only add to the 

malaise Bristol City have got 

themselves into over recent years. 
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  Cardiff City 
Last Season: 8th in the Championship 

Manager: Mick McCarthy (Since 

22/01/21) 

Key Player: Kieffer Moore (ST) 

Key Signing: James Collins (ST) 

Key Departure: Harry Wilson (W/AM) 

Cardiff City are hoping to break their 

recent boom and bust cycle of starting 

poorly, sacking the manager, then 

ending the season strongly under the 

new man. Mick McCarthy certainly 

made a positive impact after his mid-

season arrival but faces the challenge 

of maintaining that over a full 

campaign. 

The former Republic of Ireland 

manager found a successful formula 

last season by sitting back, relying on 

the defensive nous of trio Aden Flint, 

Sean Morrison, and Curtis Nelson to 

soak up pressure, before hitting teams 

on the counter-attack via the quality of 

Kieffer Moore, Harry Wilson and Sheyi 

Ojo. There were signs towards the end 

of the campaign that it was a formula 

that had a limited longer-term impact, 

which places the onus on McCarthy to 

find different ways to win games. 

That is why James Collins has been 

recruited from Luton Town, to offer an 

alternative in attack to Kieffer Moore -

who is, arguably, the best striker 

currently operating in the 

Championship. In addition, Ryan Giles 

has been recruited at left wing-back to 

replicate the ability of Wilson and Ojo 

to turn defence in attack, while Ryan 

Wintle in central midfield will, 

hopefully, add some quality in 

possession to allow Cardiff to control 

games when they need to. 

Whether that is enough to replace 

some stellar Championship performers 

in Harry Wilson and Sheyi Ojo remains 

to be seen. Cardiff should at least 

continue to be frustrating to break 

down thanks to retaining that solid 

defensive core of Flint, Morrison, and 

Nelson, along with Alex Smithies in 

goal. 

In a Championship impacted by the 

financial effects of Covid, a lack of 

strong competition at the upper end of 

the division makes Cardiff City a 

contender for the top six. Solid at the 

back and with Kieffer Moore in attack, 

it could be a powerful combination for 

the Bluebirds. While the question 

remains over whether they possess the 

subtlety to break down teams who will 

cede possession to them, there is 

enough experience and nous to get this 

Cardiff City side towards the higher 

end of the table. 
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  Derby County 
Last Season: 21st in the Championship 

Manager: Wayne Rooney (Since 26/11/20) 

Key Player: Krystian Bielik (CM/CB) 

Key Signing: n/a 

Key Departure: Matt Clarke (CB) 

With the uncertainty that dogged last 

season for Derby County showing little 

sign of a swift resolution, the Rams 

remain in limbo entering the new 

campaign. Off the back of a 

horrendous run towards the end of 

last season and unable, at the time of 

writing, to sign new players, Derby 

County look favourites for relegation. 

It will be an especially tall order for 

manager, Wayne Rooney, who 

presided over last year’s terrible run-

in, which has robbed him of any credit 

in the bank that he had built up in his 

promising first few months in charge 

of the club. Had the off-field situation 

at Derby been more stable, it is 

unlikely that Rooney would currently 

be the club’s manager. 

Derby County’s defence has been 

particularly ravaged by the inability to 

bring in new faces. At the time of 

writing, the club is without a natural, 

senior, central defender and looks set 

to be leaning on veterans Curtis Davies 

and Phil Jagielka to see them through 

the season – presuming they can be 

brought in through the club’s transfer 

restrictions. 

Further forward, the picture is 

perhaps a little brighter for Derby 

County, especially with key performer, 

Krystian Bielik, making a return from 

injury. Along with Graeme Shinnie and 

Max Bird, Derby have some good 

competitors in the centre of the park. 

The loss of box-to-box midfielder, 

Jason Knight, to an injury inflicted by 

Wayne Rooney himself is a blow, but 

Kamil Jozwiak, Louie Sibley and Tom 

Lawrence offer the promise of 

improved creative form after difficult 

previous seasons. 

A lack of firepower in attack is another 

concern, with Colin Kazim-Richards a 

hard-working presence as a lone 

forward but not a goalscorer. Whether 

that can be addressed could be 

challenging for Derby. That, coupled 

with the aforementioned defensive 

issues is why Derby look set to 

struggle. 

It would be an extraordinary feat for a 

young manager in Wayne Rooney to 

corral a squad together at Pride Park 

that manages to stay in this division 

another year. At the moment, staying 

in the Championship seems a less 

important objective than remaining as 

a football club for Derby County. 
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  Fulham 
Last Season: 18th in the Premier League 

Manager: Marco Silva (Since 01/07/21) 

Key Player: Aleksandar Mitrovic (ST) 

Key Signing: Harry Wilson (W/AM) 

Key Departure: Joachim Andersen (CB) 

Too well-funded to be kept down in 

the Championship, too lacking in a 

strategy to stay up in the Premier 

League, Fulham look no closer to 

achieving owner, Shahid Khan’s, goal 

of establishing the West London side 

in the top-flight following another 

relegation. However, Fulham will, 

again, be one of the leading contenders 

for promotion in this new 

Championship season. 

That lack of strategy seems to be why 

Fulham lost Scott Parker as manager 

this summer to fellow potential 

promotion rivals, Bournemouth, which 

the appointment of the itinerant 

Marco Silva as his replacement seems 

to do little to address. The Portuguese 

manager’s reputation in English 

football has been tarnished by a hasty 

exit from Watford and an 

underwhelming stint at Everton, but 

he is someone who has successfully 

managed at big clubs, such as 

Olympiakos and Sporting. 

Even before the addition of Harry 

Wilson – who starred last season in 

this division with Cardiff City – 

Fulham’s squad looked to have too 

much quality for the Championship. In 

Marek Rodak in goal, Michael Hector 

leading the central defence, Antonee 

Robinson attacking from left-back, the 

drive of Andre-Frank Zambo Anguissa 

and Harrison Reed in central midfield, 

Tom Cairney and Josh Onomah’s 

creativity, the threat of Neeskens 

Kebano and Ivan Cavaleiro, and the 

goals of Bobby Reid and Aleksandar 

Mitrovic, there is already the formula 

in place for a dominant side at this 

level. 

The issue that Marco Silva will face, in 

the early part of the season at least, 

will be in stitching some disparate 

parts of the Fulham squad together. 

The side that won promotion two 

years ago was, almost entirely, 

dispensed with, in favour of loanees, 

last year, now those players who were 

dumped need to be integrated back 

into a winning unit. With the potential 

for one or two to believe they are 

better than the Championship, there 

are the potential ingredients for 

disaster in place at Craven Cottage if 

Marco Silva isn’t careful. 

There is surely too much quality about 

this Fulham squad not to end up at 

least around the top-six, but there is 

little sign of an end to their current yo-

yo cycle. 
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  Huddersfield Town 
Last Season: 20th in the Championship 

Manager: Carlos Corberan (Since 

23/07/20) 

Key Player: Josh Koroma (W/ST) 

Key Signing: Levi Colwill (CB) 

Key Departure: Carel Eiting (CM) 

There were promising signs last 

season of what Huddersfield Town 

could be like if manager, Carlos 

Corberan, can fully realise his ideals as 

a coach. However, the question facing 

the Terriers this season is whether 

they are in a better place this time out, 

with the Spaniard having had a year in 

charge. 

On the one hand, Corberan and 

Huddersfield should benefit from a 

less congested fixture calendar this 

season and a full pre-season to work 

with the squad. Huddersfield’s form 

last season slid in the more congested 

parts of the campaign, not aided by an 

injury to key goalscorer, Josh Koroma, 

who is fit for the new season. 

Furthermore, Huddersfield have done 

most of their business early, allowing 

new recruits to get up to speed with 

Corberan’s tactics. 

On the other hand, it is that early 

recruitment that is why there are 

question marks surrounding just how 

committed Huddersfield are as a club 

to Carlos Corberan. The majority of 

Huddersfield’s new faces have played 

most of their careers at a lower-level 

and aren’t exactly suited to the high-

tempo, risk-taking, possession-based 

style Corberan has looked to 

implement. It has even seemed from 

some of Huddersfield’s signings that 

the club already has a change in 

management in mind. 

The pace of Chelsea youngster, Levi 

Colwill, is going to be important in 

covering for Huddersfield’s otherwise 

slow-looking central defence. Pipa and 

Harry Toffolo will continue to be 

important in stretching the play from 

full-back but have little back-up. The 

energy of Lewis O’Brien in midfield 

will be as important as ever in tying 

things together for Huddersfield. 

In attack, Josh Koroma remains an 

important player for Huddersfield 

under Carlos Corberan, who’ll be 

hoping that Jordan Rhodes and Danel 

Sinani can reduce the scoring burden 

on the former Leyton Orient 

youngster. 

There is a chance that Huddersfield 

could be a surprise package this 

season if they take a big step forward 

under Carlos Corberan. However, 

there doesn’t look to be the resources 

in place to hand the Spaniard what he 

needs to put his ideas into practice at 

the John Smith’s Stadium. 
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transfers and short-term loans – 

which has made it difficult for Grant 

McCann to replace Burke, as well as 

add Championship quality to the rest 

of the squad. 

While Nathan Baxter in goal should be 

an improvement on George Long and 

Matt Ingram, young Jacob Greaves will 

carry a lot of responsibility for tying 

the defence together. Meanwhile, Greg 

Docherty, Richie Smallwood and 

George Honeyman in midfield are 

excellent League One players, but have 

rarely stood-out in the Championship, 

with similar question marks over new 

recruits, Andy Cannon and George 

Moncur. 

The work of Josh Magennis as the 

team’s centre-forward will be crucial 

in getting Wilks, Lewis-Potter and 

Hull’s other pacey wide forwards into 

games. They are going to be a team 

that will rely heavily on their attack 

due to a lack of strength in depth 

elsewhere. 

Hull have the potential to be quite an 

exciting side going forward but it’s the 

thinness of the squad further back that 

is the concern. They will score goals; 

the question is whether they will be 

able to convert goals into points. 

  Hull City 
Last Season: 1st in League One 

Manager: Grant McCann (Since 21/06/19) 

Key Player: Mallik Wilks (W/ST) 

Key Signing: Nathan Baxter (GK) 

Key Departure: Reece Burke (CB) 

Any questions surrounding Grant 

McCann’s management of Hull City 

were swiftly answered last season 

with a title victory in League One. 

With the best attacking and defensive 

records in the division, the Tigers 

were comfortably the best team in the 

third-tier last year. However, the 

bigger test is in just how they adapt 

back in the Championship. 

In Mallik Wilks and Keane Lewis-

Potter, Hull City have two attacking 

players who would get into most 

teams in this division – something few 

promoted sides to this level can ever 

boast. With further exciting wide 

options added in the summer, in the 

forms of Randell Williams and Ryan 

Longman, Hull should be an 

enterprising side with the ability to 

hurt opponents in transition, the 

question about this team surrounds 

the balance of the rest of the squad. 

The departure of key centre-back, 

Reece Burke, to Luton Town 

underlines the issues Hull have faced 

this season in making the step up to 

the Championship. Unable to meet the 

player’s wage demands, the club are 

currently operating under a soft 

transfer embargo – limited to free 
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  Luton Town 
Last Season: 12th in the Championship 

Manager: Nathan Jones (Since 28/05/20) 

Key Player: Elijah Adebayo (ST) 

Key Signing: Reece Burke (CB) 

Key Departure: James Collins (ST) 

After establishing themselves in mid-

table last season, there is an ambition 

at Luton Town under Nathan Jones to 

go one better than that and really 

upset the applecart in the 

Championship. 

One of the most proactive teams in the 

transfer market this summer, Luton 

have managed the trick of bringing in 

both quantity and quality. In other 

circumstances, the loss of some key 

stalwarts for the club, James Collins in 

attack and Matty Pearson in defence, 

could have been a hammer blow, 

instead, Luton have used the 

opportunity to freshen things up. 

Reece Burke offers greater ability for 

Luton to build out from the back with 

his passing ability and composure in 

central defence. Allan Campbell adds a 

tigerish energy to the midfield, Carlos 

Mends Gomes, and Fred Onyedinma 

give Nathan Jones some out-and-out 

wingers to make use of to move 

further away from the 4-4-2 diamond 

that was largely dispensed with last 

year. Cameron Jerome and Admiral 

Muskwe are perhaps less exciting 

additions in attack but will help spread 

the goals away from the departed 

James Collins. 

It’s not just about new signings, as 

right-back Peter Kioso and Gabriel 

Osho in central defence are off the 

back of very promising loan spells in 

League One to help further raise the 

bar of this Luton side. Furthermore, 

with Nathan Jones in charge, 

improvements in players who were at 

the club last year – such as full-back, 

James Bree, and Pelly-Ruddock 

Mpanzu in midfield – can be expected 

too. 

Nathan Jones isn’t a manager who will 

settle for par, which would be around 

mid-table for the Hatters this season. 

That was apparent last year as Luton 

maintained their focus despite being 

comfortably ahead of their goal of 

staying in the division. This is what 

makes Luton such an exciting 

prospect, as they won’t set out to play 

like a side that is financially outgunned 

by most of the division. 

In a Championship that has clearly 

been affected this summer by the 

financial impact of Covid, the door 

looks open for a motivated and well-

coached team to do something special. 

Luton Town look as good a candidate 

as any to do that. 
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  Middlesbrough 
Last Season: 10th in the Championship 

Manager: Neil Warnock (Since 23/06/20) 

Key Player: Sam Morsy (CM) 

Key Signing: Sammy Ameobi (W) 

Key Departure: Britt Assombalonga (ST) 

A top-half finish was beyond what 

most thought was possible at 

Middlesbrough last season, however, 

Neil Warnock was not content with 

that. The veteran manager was clearly 

frustrated with the team falling short 

of a top-six finish and has laid down 

the gauntlet to both his players and 

Middlesbrough owner, Steve Gibson, 

to go one better this time out. 

The additions of Joe Lumley, Lee 

Peltier, Matt Crooks, Sammy Ameobi, 

and Uche Ikpeazu don’t necessarily set 

the pulse racing, but in the hands of 

Neil Warnock they are players that are 

a slightly different prospect. In 

particular, Matt Crooks’ energy in 

midfield makes him a good addition on 

top of that of Sam Morsy and Paddy 

McNair. Sammy Ameobi’s physicality 

and directness from out wide is exactly 

what Warnock likes in his wingers. 

Uche Ikpeazu, meanwhile, is a 

similarly quick and physical presence 

in attack and one that Middlesbrough 

were sorely missing for spells of last 

season. 

The general idea of Middlesbrough 

under Neil Warnock remains the same, 

out-work teams through the middle of 

the pitch and kill them off through 

pace and power at the other end of the 

pitch. Warnock has key generals 

throughout the team that he knows 

that he can rely upon. Anfernee 

Dijksteel, Dael Fry and Grant Hall 

make up a robust defensive unit, while 

Sam Morsy is a key midfield enforcer. 

It is finding that quality at the other 

end of the pitch that is likely to define 

Middlesbrough’s season. Duncan 

Watmore’s nine goals last year in 

attack were a surprise, but Warnock is 

likely to want more on top of that in 

the remainder of the transfer window 

to feel confident about his team’s 

chances of putting opponents away 

reliably this season. 

While Neil Warnock showed in his 

frustrations towards the end of last 

season that he may not have the 

patience to get this Middlesbrough 

team up to the standard to challenge 

for promotion, it is hard to see too 

many other teams in this division who 

will play with the intensity his team 

will at their best. Another challenge 

for the top six looks attainable, 

whether they will get over that line 

will depend on the rest of their 

summer recruitment. 
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  Millwall 
Last Season: 11th in the Championship 

Manager: Gary Rowett (Since 22/10/19) 

Key Player: Jed Wallace (AM/W) 

Key Signing: Benik Afobe (ST) 

Key Departure: Ryan Woods (CM) 

Millwall have made establishing 

themselves as a regular in the 

Championship on a fraction of the 

budget of most of the teams in this 

division look easy, almost boring. 

Under Gary Rowett, they are a side 

rarely involved in exciting, high-

scoring games but know that they can 

reduce matches to tight enough 

margins to ensure that their status in 

the Championship is never in danger. 

Whereas there were ambitions last 

season of kicking on and pushing 

towards the top six, that kind of 

optimism has seemingly been shelved 

at The Den this season. Instead, 

Rowett has focused on maintaining 

what he has, symbolised by bringing 

back George Saville to the club, 

following a few years with 

Middlesbrough. 

There is a danger that a lack of 

ambition gives way to a sense of 

complacency, but Millwall seem to 

have the experience to avoid falling 

into that trap. With an excellent shot-

stopper in Bartosz Bialkowski in goal, 

and the stability of Murray Wallace, 

Shaun Hutchinson and Jake Cooper in 

front, Millwall can reliably keep clean 

sheets. That provides the ability for 

the team to keep the points ticking 

over, aided by the scoring and 

creativity of Jed Wallace just behind 

the strikers, and offers the ability for 

Gary Rowett to experiment a little to 

freshen things up. 

Last year saw the introduction of 

academy graduates Danny McNamara 

and Billy Mitchell to the starting line-

up at Millwall, central defender, Alex 

Mitchell, and forward Isaac Oloafe 

look to be the next off the production 

line. With young Arsenal defender, 

Daniel Ballard, signed on loan 

following an impressive stint with 

Blackpool last season, there is a chance 

that Millwall could look a more 

progressive team at the end of this 

season compared to now. 

Millwall just look too solid and reliable 

a team-unit to find themselves in 

danger for any kind of extended period 

this season. Unless something 

unpredictable happens, another solid 

mid-table season looks to be on the 

cards. 
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  Nottingham Forest 
Last Season: 17th in the Championship 

Manager: Chris Hughton (Since 

06/10/20) 

Key Player: Brice Samba (GK) 

Key Signing: Ethan Horvath (GK) 

Key Departure: James Garner (CM) 

There is a commitment at Nottingham 

Forest this season to make up for the 

mistakes that caused a disastrous 

previous campaign. The club have 

been notably quiet in the transfer 

market, instead focusing on reducing a 

bloated squad and putting young 

players in positions to succeed.  

Whether this is the job that serial 

Championship promotion-winner, 

Chris Hughton, had in mind when 

appointed last October, he seems to be 

fairly content with the cautious 

approach Forest have taken to their 

pre-season preparations. 

Instead of a hoard of new faces, Forest 

are looking towards the young duo of 

winger Alex Mighten and attacking 

midfielder Brennan Johnson to change 

the dynamic at the City Ground. 

Mighten is an electric presence out 

wide who can scare defenders with his 

pace and skill. Johnson provides 

dynamism and quality in attacking 

areas, capable of operating in central 

midfield, just behind the striker or in a 

wide position. 

Nonetheless, it is a lot to ask of young 

players to turn a team that struggled 

last season around into at least a 

Championship mid-table side. There is 

at least a solid defensive framework to 

fall back on, with the charismatic Brice 

Samba in goal, and Joe Worrall pairing 

with either Tobias Figueiredo or Scott 

McKenna in central defence. 

The departure of the quality of James 

Garner in possession is a big blow to 

this Nottingham Forest side, with Jack 

Colback, Ryan Yates, and Cafu (not the 

Cafu) more suited to destroyer roles in 

central midfield. A lack of back-up for 

Mighten and Johnson in creative areas 

is another area that will need to be 

addressed before the transfer window 

closes. 

Additionally, concerns over the form of 

ageing strikers, Lewis Grabban and 

Lyle Taylor, is another mark against 

this Nottingham Forest side’s hopes of 

doing more than planting themselves 

in mid-table. 

With the right final pieces added to the 

squad, Nottingham Forest could be in 

a position to challenge towards the 

upper end of the table. As it stands, 

there is a lack of strength in depth to 

go higher than the mid-table. 



  The Sideways Sammy Season Preview 2021/22        19 

  Preston North End 
Last Season: 13th in the Championship 

Manager: Frankie McAvoy (Since 

21/03/20) 

Key Player: Alan Browne (CM/RB) 

Key Signing: Liam Lindsay (CB) 

Key Departure: Daniel Iversen (GK) 

Preston North End are a club caught 

between a reverence for their recent 

history of being play-off outsiders and 

a need to evolve. This is epitomised by 

the decision to hand Frankie McAvoy 

the permanent job after turning things 

around following Alex Neil’s departure 

as manager over the second half of last 

season. 

The sense of a desire for stability at 

Deepdale is further highlighted by the 

fact that two of their four signings, at 

the time of writing, were with the club 

last season – with goalkeeper, Daniel 

Iversen, reported to be soon on his 

way back too. The club are putting a 

lot of faith in Frankie McAvoy 

replicating what worked so well in the 

final month of last season over a full 

campaign. 

That good run under McAvoy was 

down to a resolute defence, aided by 

the heroics of Leicester loanee, Daniel 

Iversen, in goal, a combative midfield 

that freed Alan Browne to push 

forward into dangerous areas, and the 

scoring form of Ched Evans, who had 

arrived off the back of an okay stint 

with Fleetwood Town in League One. 

On the face of it, there is no reason 

why that formula cannot continue to 

work. The question is whether Frankie 

McAvoy has the nous to change things 

up if it becomes apparent that teams 

can deal with his preferred game-plan. 

That is the great unknown that hangs 

over Preston North End’s season 

currently. It would help McAvoy’s 

cause if he was granted a little extra 

quality in attack beyond Ched Evans, 

but that may not be forthcoming until 

late in the window, if it does at all. 

As safe an option in charge as Frankie 

McAvoy may look to the Preston 

ownership, handing him the 

permanent job may be a bigger risk 

than those in charge at Deepdale 

believe it to be. There may be a reason 

that the Scot hadn’t been handed a 

managerial role until the age of 54, 

and it could leave Preston with some 

awkward questions to ask of 

themselves if he struggles with the 

pressures of full-time management. 

There should be enough residual 

quality about this Preston North End 

side to avoid being sucked into a 

relegation scrap, but a lack of 

dynamism in attack is a big concern. 

This could be set to be a tough 

campaign at Deepdale. 
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  Queens Park Rangers 
Last Season: 9th in the Championship 

Manager: Mark Warburton (Since 

08/05/19) 

Key Player: Seny Dieng (GK) 

Key Signing: Charlie Austin (ST) 

Key Departure: Tom Carroll (CM) 

Had last season begun in January and 

ended in May, Queens Park Rangers 

would have finished third. It is that 

form that is why QPR are considered 

dark horses entering the new 

campaign, but it will be a different 

challenge altogether starting a 

campaign as strongly as QPR finished 

it. 

Mark Warburton put a lot of effort in 

during the first half of last season in 

laying the groundwork in defence that 

eventually saw QPR climb the table. 

Seny Dieng in goal and Rob Dickie in 

central defence were integrated into 

the side, which meant that the January 

reinforcements of Stefan Johansen in 

midfield and Charlie Austin in attack 

were particularly impactful. 

The good news for QPR fans is that the 

spine of the team remains in place 

following the permanent additions of 

Johansen and Austin. With attackers 

Ilias Chair and Lyndon Dykes also 

ending last season in good form, QPR 

also possess the difference-makers in 

the final third to make the effort that 

messrs Dieng, Dickie, and Johansen 

expend further back particularly 

effective. 

Where QPR may run aground this 

season could be in the depth beyond 

that important core to the side. It 

remains to be seen whether the 

defence could withstand the loss of 

either or both of Rob Dickie and Seny 

Dieng, while Stefan Johansen’s energy 

and composure in central midfield is 

something that Mark Warburton’s side 

otherwise lack. 

However, those kinds of questions 

could be posed of most teams at this 

level. While it will be up to Mark 

Warburton to answer them if and 

when they pop up during the league 

season, as it stands, this is a QPR team 

with a clear sense of purpose, a 

defined set of roles and momentum on 

its side. 

There are few other sides among those 

who were in the Championship last 

year that look in as good a position as 

QPR. While a lack of financial 

resources will make it nigh-on 

impossible for automatic promotion to 

be a realistic ambition, QPR have 

shown that they can put together the 

form to make the play-offs. 
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  Reading 
Last Season: 7th in the Championship 

Manager: Veljko Paunovic (Since 

29/08/20) 

Key Player: Lucas Joao (ST) 

Key Signing: n/a 

Key Departure: Michael Olise (AM) 

Reading are a club that have become 

increasingly constrained by falling foul 

of Financial Fair Play rules, with this 

looking to be the most challenging 

summer of their current era. 

Veljko Paunovic did an incredible job 

last season of pulling together a squad 

that had been assembled by a few 

different regimes into one capable of 

challenging for the top six. While the 

departures of Michael Olise to Crystal 

Palace and Omar Richards to Bayern 

Munich weakens Paunovic’s available 

resources, a team possessing the 

attacking talent of John Swift, Ovie 

Ejaria, George Puscas, and Lucas Joao 

is going to be a threat at this level of 

football. 

Despite the sale of Olise to Palace for 

several million pounds, Reading 

remain restricted in what they can do 

in the transfer market. At the time of 

writing, there have been no new 

signings added to the squad, leaving 

Paunovic with 17 senior players – 

including the injured Yakou Meite. 

While Reading still possess a handful 

of stand-out players, that is a chronic 

lack of squad depth. 

At the back, Rafael Cabral is one of the 

better goalkeepers currently operating 

in the Championship, with a solid duo 

of Liam Moore and Michael Morrison 

ahead of him. Academy graduates Tom 

Holmes and Tom McIntyre provided 

useful cover at the back last year, 

however, there remains a shortage of 

numbers at the back. 

In midfield, Josh Laurent and Andy 

Rinomhota provide the energy and 

solidity to allow Reading’s attacking 

players to come to the fore, but the 

only cover is youngster, Dejan Tetek. 

While Lucas Joao should continue to be 

lethal in attack, Reading could do with 

better form from Ovie Ejaria and 

George Puscas, along with improved 

fitness from John Swift if they end up 

having to rely on their current squad. 

This season is going to test the 

positivity and motivational skills of 

Veljko Paunovic. There is very little 

margin for error this season at 

Reading, they could finish comfortably 

in the top-half, they could struggle 

badly. 
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  Peterborough United 
Last Season: 2nd in League One 

Manager: Darren Ferguson (Since 

27/01/19) 

Key Player: Jonson Clarke-Harris (ST) 

Key Signing: Josh Knight (CB/CM) 

Key Departure: Reece Brown (CM) 

After achieving their long-awaited goal 

of winning promotion from League 

One, the task for Peterborough United 

is to ensure that they stay in the 

Championship. 

Peterborough have been accustomed 

to dominating games in recent years, 

exhibiting an array of talented 

attacking players that were eventually 

lured away by bigger clubs. It was the 

combination of target-man Jonson 

Clarke-Harris, mazy dribbler Siriki 

Dembele, and goalscoring midfielder 

Sammie Szmodics that got 

Peterborough out of the third-tier, and 

it is they who Darren Ferguson will 

build around this season. 

While none of those three players have 

notable track records at Championship 

level, had they not won promotion 

with Peterborough, they would be 

making the step up with other teams. 

Remaining in the same environment in 

which they succeeded last year should 

give Clarke-Harris, Szmodics, and 

Dembele the best possible chance of 

establishing themselves as forces in 

the second-tier. 

With new signings Jack Marriott and 

Jorge Grant providing adequate back-

up to that leading trio, the concern 

with Peterborough isn’t with their 

attack. It’s not even specifically the 

defence, with Christy Pym in goal 

behind a duo of Mark Beevers and 

Frankie Kent an effective combination, 

it’s whether Peterborough have the 

wherewithal and desire to defend as a 

unit when they need to. 

A lack of a natural defensive 

midfielder is a concern, but more so is 

how often Darren Ferguson’s side 

conceded the first goal in games last 

season. While Posh had the attacking 

firepower to turn things around in 

League One, Championship sides are 

going to be better able to hold onto 

leads if Peterborough hand them to 

them. It is going to be a big test of 

Ferguson’s tactical acumen to avoid 

having to make in-game changes in 

the first place. 

The concerns over Peterborough’s 

mentality may prove to be overblown 

as this feels a much less flaky Posh 

outfit than recent incarnations. There 

should be enough about them to 

survive, but it is a season that is likely 

to come down to how Peterborough 

cope in pressure situations. 
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  Sheffield United 
Last Season: 20th in the Premier League 

Manager: Slavisa Jokanovic (Since 

27/05/21) 

Key Player: Jack O’Connell (CB) 

Key Signing: n/a 

Key Departure: John Lundstram (CM) 

If Sheffield United were looking to pick 

a manager to get them out of a post-

Premier League relegation hangover, 

they couldn’t have picked a better man 

than Slavisa Jokanovic. Twice a 

promotion winner at this level, the 

Serbian can not only deliver results 

but the entertainment to lift a Blades 

side looking for a new direction 

following the departure of the 

inspirational figure of Chris Wilder as 

manager. 

There may be some questions as to 

just how good this Sheffield United 

squad really is without the presence of 

Chris Wilder in the dug-out, however, 

that may be a more pertinent question 

at Premier League level than in the 

Championship. This is a squad 

brimming with proven Championship 

performers, which is why it is no 

disaster that they have yet to make any 

moves in the transfer market, at the 

time of writing. 

In Aaron Ramsdale, Sheffield United 

are starting off with a goalkeeper who 

was in the England squad this summer 

and whose form in the Premier League 

improved massively following a 

difficult start. Ahead of him, the 

authority of John Egan and Chris 

Basham should be imposing in central 

defence, along with the impending 

return of the influential Jack 

O’Connell. At full-back, the Blades 

have plenty of depth in George 

Baldock, Jayden Bogle, Enda Stevens, 

Max Lowe, and Rhys Norrington-

Davies. 

In midfield, John Fleck and Ollie 

Norwood should fit in perfectly with 

Slavisa Jokanovic’s possession game, 

capable of controlling games with their 

range of passing. If the energetic 

Sander Berge can be kept hold of, 

Sheffield United could be devastating 

in the centre of the park, albeit lacking 

in depth. 

In attack, Billy Sharp and David 

McGoldrick provide the leadership, 

while Oli McBurnie, Lys Mousset and 

Rhian Brewster should excel in the 

Championship after difficult seasons in 

the top-flight. The one missing 

element of this side is a lack of natural 

wingers beyond the inconsistent Oliver 

Burke. 

It would take a lot to go wrong for 

Sheffield United not to challenge for 

automatic promotion this season. 
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  Stoke City 
Last Season: 14th in the Championship 

Manager: Michael O’Neill (Since 

08/11/19) 

Key Player: Nick Powell (CM/AM/ST) 

Key Signing: Mario Vrancic (CM/AM) 

Key Departure: Nathan Collins (CB/RB) 

For once, Stoke City are not considered 

to be among the prime contenders for 

promotion this season. It’s for a good 

reason, not only were the Potters truly 

underwhelming last season, but they 

have been so in each of the three 

seasons they have been in this division 

following relegation from the top-

flight. 

That lack of expectation may prove to 

be just what Michael O’Neill requires 

to create a successful environment at 

Stoke this season. Notably, the former 

Northern Ireland manager has 

managed to reduce the squad bloat 

quite considerably over the summer, 

with eleven first-team players 

jettisoned, many of them among the 

club’s higher earners. 

While incoming transfer activity has 

been rather circumspect, Stoke 

weren’t that far away from being a 

good side last season, meaning a few 

small improvements could go a long 

way. The addition of Ben Wilmot in 

defence lessens the impact of the 

departure of star youngster, Nathan 

Collins, while Mario Vrancic should 

provide some much-needed creativity 

in the middle of the pitch that could 

make a huge difference to what can be 

quite a stodgy Stoke City side. 

Additionally, the prospect of a fully-fit 

Tyrese Campbell should add the 

cutting edge in the final third that 

Stoke missed in his absence over the 

back-end of last season. While Michael 

O’Neill is caricatured as a defensively-

focused manager, he can get his side 

playing very well-structured attacking 

football that can sustain pressure on 

opponents. The difference this season 

is likely to come down to how reliably 

Stoke convert the chances they create. 

Nonetheless, there is a small amount 

of pressure on Michael O’Neill heading 

into the new season after some poor 

form over the back-end of last year. A 

slow start to this campaign could put 

the manager under pressure and force 

Stoke into another managerial change 

and another rebuilding process. 

While there are some missing pieces to 

this Stoke City side, there are the 

elements in place to improve upon 

recent underwhelming campaigns. 

With a decent start behind them, Stoke 

could be something of a surprise 

package this season. 
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  Swansea City 
Last Season: 4th in the Championship 

Manager: Russell Martin (Since 

01/08/2021) 

Key Player: Matt Grimes (CM) 

Key Signing: Joel Piroe (ST) 

Key Departure: Andre Ayew (W/ST) 

Swansea City’s preparations for the 

new season have been thrown into 

disarray by the departure of Steve 

Cooper as manager late into pre-

season. It was a move that was more 

surprising from the outside than those 

who follow Swansea closely, but it 

leaves the club with a lot of work to do 

in a short amount of time with the 

new season on the horizon. 

There were signs over the second half 

of last season that not all was right 

between Steve Cooper and Swansea 

City. Despite good results, fans who 

had been accustomed to freer-flowing 

football under the likes of Graham 

Potter, Brendan Rodgers and Roberto 

Martinez were not happy with 

Cooper’s defence-first approach. 

Coupled with the departures of key 

players in defence and attack in the 

forms of goalkeeper Freddie 

Woodman, centre-back Marc Guehi, 

and forward Andre Ayew, Cooper may 

well have felt that a play-off final 

defeat was as good a juncture as any to 

keep his managerial stock high. 

Nonetheless, there is the basis of a 

good Championship side for the 

incoming Russell Martin to work with, 

which should allow him to enact his 

considered, possession-hungry style of 

play. 

In defence, Ben Cabango and Brandon 

Cooper are promising young centre-

backs who should benefit from the 

leadership of Ryan Bennett alongside 

them. At full-back, Jake Bidwell and 

Connor Roberts were among the best 

in their respective positions on the left 

and right in the division last season. 

While rumours suggest that the key 

figure of Matt Grimes may be set to 

leave the club this summer, Jay Fulton 

and Liam Walsh should be able to 

replace the control Grimes offers in 

the centre of the park. 

The attack is the biggest area of doubt 

over this team, with Joel Piroe and 

Kyle Joseph lacking much experience 

or pedigree as nominal replacements 

for Andre Ayew. There is a lot of 

pressure on Jamal Lowe to lead the 

team’s attack after a good first year at 

the Liberty Stadium. 

A repeat of the top six finishes of the 

past two seasons may be beyond a 

Swansea City team that look to be in a 

rebuilding phase. Swansea fans are 

likely to be content with a mid-table 

finish and more exciting football. 
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  West Bromwich Albion 
Last Season: 19th in the Premier League 

Manager: Valerien Ismael (Since 

24/06/21) 

Key Player: Matheus Pereira (AM/W) 

Key Signing: Alex Mowatt (CM) 

Key Departure: Conor Gallagher (CM) 

The big question hanging over West 

Bromwich Albion this season is 

whether Valerien Ismael’s methods as 

the incoming manager is suited to 

getting the best out of a much more 

talented squad than the one he 

possessed at Barnsley. 

Ismael’s direct brand of pressing 

football became a little infamous over 

the course of his reign at Oakwell. As 

successful as it was, there were 

accusations that his style involved 

little actual football being played. With 

the likes of Grady Diangana, Matheus 

Pereira, and Romaine Sawyers to call 

upon at West Brom, his players are 

likely to demand more freedom to 

express themselves on the ball. 

However, the reason why West Brom 

have turned to Ismael is that they are a 

club that has lacked an identity for 

quite a while. Back in the 

Championship after a forgettable year 

in the top-flight, West Brom’s players 

can hardly argue that what they have 

been doing over the past few years has 

been conducive to achieving the club’s 

ambition of establishing itself back in 

the Premier League. 

If Ismael can find the right blend 

between his energetic, physical 

approach and West Brom’s talented 

individuals, the Baggies could be very 

hard to stop. If teams can live up to the 

physical barrage, West Brom will still 

be able to win games through 

individual skill, and vice versa. 

With incoming transfer activity fairly 

slow, it is likely to take time for West 

Brom to get up to speed with Valerien 

Ismael. The addition of Alex Mowatt 

from Barnsley in midfield provides 

Ismael with an on-pitch general to 

enact his ideas, but a lack of pace at 

the back to sustain his preferred (very) 

high defensive line is a concern. 

West Bromwich Albion are going to be 

an intriguing watch this season under 

Valerien Ismael. If it goes well, it will 

be very difficult to stop. However, 

there is a chance that it could go very 

badly wrong and require a change in 

management to fix. As it stands, it is 

hard to look past West Brom as one of 

the favourites for promotion this 

season. 
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  The Promotion Race 
 

As was apparent last season, the 

impact of Covid on finances in the 

division has handed a further 

advantage in the promotion race to the 

three teams relegated from the 

Premier League. With few clubs who 

were in the Championship last season 

who look to have strengthened 

significantly, that looks a trend set to 

continue. 

Of the three relegated Premier League 

sides, West Bromwich Albion, and 

Sheffield United look in the strongest 

position to launch an immediate 

assault on the Championship. West 

Brom may take some time to get up to 

speed under Valerien Ismael but could 

be a truly daunting prospect if the 

Frenchman can achieve synergy with 

his squad. Sheffield United possess 

both a strong squad for this level and a 

manager in Slavisa Jokanovic who has 

won promotions from this division. 

Both clubs look a step ahead of much 

of the rest of the division. 

Fulham are more difficult to place. 

While they have a squad packed with 

players who have either won 

promotion from this level before or 

should be too good for the 

Championship, there is an element of 

haphazardness about their 

preparations for the new season that 

seems detrimental. A lot rest on the 

shoulders of Marco Silva, who could 

well prove to be a manager who is a 

cut above the second-tier. 

The other prime candidate for 

promotion is Bournemouth, who 

retain the core of a squad that looked 

far too good for the Championship for 

much of last season and have finally 

got a competent manager in charge in 

Scott Parker. If anyone is going to 

break up the three relegated sides, it is 

going to be Bournemouth, although it 

may depend on how many key players 

they can hold onto before the transfer 

window closes. 

If anyone is going to gate-crash on 

those aforementioned four teams, 

Cardiff City, Middlesbrough, and 

Queens Park Rangers look the likeliest. 

Cardiff under Mick McCarthy have 

recruited well this summer and have 

arguably the division’s best striker in 

Kieffer Moore. Middlesbrough have 

added the extra power and pace in 

attack that Neil Warnock was 

desperate for last year. While QPR 

have a settled look about them, having 

been one of the form teams over the 

second half of last season. 

Nonetheless, there is a clear gulf in 

class between the first four teams 

mentioned and the later three. If 

anyone outside of Sheffield United, 

West Brom, Fulham or Bournemouth 

achieves automatic promotion this 

season, it would be an upset. 
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  The Dark Horses 
 

Beyond West Brom, Bournemouth, 

Sheffield United, and Fulham, there 

looks to have been a flattening of 

quality between the lower end of the 

Championship and upper end. Clubs 

haven’t been able to recruit as strongly 

due to the impact of Covid, meaning 

that they’ve had to settle on lower-

choice targets and their existing 

squads, which puts the emphasis on 

the quality of coaches to make up for 

it. 

When looking at dark horses this 

season, a lot more attention has to be 

placed on the quality of the manager in 

the dug-out than a team’s transfer 

activity. This could be a season where 

someone like Nathan Jones at Luton 

Town could lift a team that might 

otherwise find itself towards the lower 

end of the table into the top-half, and 

maybe even better. It also helps Jones’ 

prospects with Luton this season that 

his team have also recruited strongly. 

Going under the radar a little after a 

few years of underachievement, Stoke 

City have a very capable tactician in 

charge in Michael O’Neill. The main 

reason to doubt Stoke under O’Neill is 

whether a poor start to this season 

might put the manager under pressure 

after an underwhelming previous 

campaign. 

Nottingham Forest under Chris 

Hughton have been notably quiet in 

the transfer market, which isn’t a bad 

thing after a disastrous previous 

summer involving an absurd number 

of signings. While Forest are perhaps a 

little short in attack, if they can get off 

to a decent start while addressing that, 

they should be in a good place to 

challenge for the play-offs come 

September. 

Birmingham City under Lee Bowyer 

are riding a tide of positivity, having 

stayed up quite comfortably following 

his late arrival last season and having 

made some interesting additions in the 

transfer market. Just how long that 

positivity can last remains to be seen, 

but they look a side that may start the 

season well and put themselves in a 

good position for the rest of the 

campaign. 

Barnsley are another team to keep an 

eye on. Although they made the top six 

last year, they have lost key players in 

Alex Mowatt and Daryl Dike and have 

had to replace their manager. Until a 

few games in, it will be hard to tell 

what kind of impact Markus Schopp 

might make in the dug-out, but the 

club has had a good track record with 

managerial appointments lately, which 

could see them continue their 

trajectory towards establishing 

themselves in the upper end of the 

Championship. 
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  In Transition 
 

There are more than a few teams that 

have some work to do this season to 

put themselves in a place where, in 

future years, they can begin to look 

towards the upper end of the table. 

Rebuilding plans for most clubs have 

been affected by the impact of Covid 

on finances, meaning it will take more 

time than usual to rebuild squads that 

have needed attention for some time. 

Swansea City’s change in manager 

from Steve Cooper to Russell Martin 

makes them an intriguing prospect. 

Martin promises to re-introduce the 

brand of possession-heavy football 

that was once synonymous with the 

Swans but will face having to replace 

key performers from last season in 

Freddie Woodman, Marc Guehi and 

Andre Ayew, which could make this 

season a transitional one. 

Millwall aren’t quite a club in 

transition, per se, but Gary Rowett 

seems intent on leading a gradual 

evolution of their style towards 

something more proactive while being 

able to lean on their defensive solidity 

when necessary to pick up points. 

Without the funds to overhaul their 

squad, it will take a couple of years for 

that process to come to fruition. In the 

meantime, they are likely to be 

completely safe of danger. 

North-West rivals, Blackburn Rovers 

and Preston North End, are in similar 

boats. With plenty of capable 

Championship players on their books, 

neither are likely to be in danger of the 

drop – in theory – but there is a sense 

of stagnation around each club that 

could pull them towards the lower end 

of the table, perhaps dangerously so. 

Reading have been completely 

hamstrung by Financial Fair Play 

issues over the past two seasons and 

this looks set to be a difficult 

campaign. While they retain stellar 

Championship performers such as 

Lucas Joao and John Swift, a chronic 

lack of squad depth could make this a 

very difficult season, especially if they 

pick up a few injuries. 

Finally, Nigel Pearson’s rebuild of 

Bristol City will be intriguing. The 

former Leicester City manager made 

little impact on the team’s results last 

season but has buy-in from the fans 

due to his willingness to publicly call-

out poor performances. Having 

seemingly not been able to overhaul 

the squad in the manner he would 

have ideally wanted to, he could be 

under pressure early on if results don’t 

improve. Equally, that shock doctrine 

could be just what Bristol City need to 

get out of a culture of 

underachievement in recent years. 



  The Sideways Sammy Season Preview 2021/22        30 

  The Relegation Battle 
 

Derby County look the prime 

candidates for relegation this season. 

Under transfer restrictions and off the 

back of a poor end to the previous 

campaign under Wayne Rooney, it’s 

hard to see them picking themselves 

up with what looks to be a squad 

lacking in quality and quantity in both 

defence and attack. 

As has been repeatedly the case in the 

Championship for much of the past 

decade, the three promoted teams’ 

number one priority will be avoiding 

relegation. 

As impressive as Hull City, 

Peterborough United and Blackpool all 

looked in League One last season, the 

Championship is a much tougher 

league and the feelgood of promotion 

can run out quickly. While they may 

feel that this is a good time to establish 

themselves in the Championship, 

given the difficulties other teams in 

the division have faced this summer, 

they have also faced their own 

challenges in upgrading their squads. 

Hull and Peterborough are likely to 

provide some fun at times this season 

due to the quality of attacking players 

that they possess. However, both 

teams look short in quality and depth 

in defensive areas, which could make 

it difficult to find consistency in the 

early part of the campaign. 

Blackpool won promotion last year 

based on a strong defensive unit, but a 

lack of creativity to service Jerry Yates 

in attack looks to be where they may 

run into difficulties this season. 

There looks little to choose between 

the three promoted sides, and they 

each may have enough to stay up due 

to the poor state of established 

Championship clubs. 

As the only promoted club to stay up 

last season, Coventry City will be 

considered among the favourites to go 

down this time around. Unable to 

strengthen the squad in quite the 

manner as had been hoped for, the 

team’s previous experience of this 

division may just give it an edge in the 

fight for survival. 

Huddersfield Town, having just missed 

out on the drop last year, are the other 

prime contenders for relegation. 

Manager, Carlos Corberan, starts the 

season under pressure after poor 

results and performances towards the 

end of last year and it doesn’t look as if 

he has been handed the players who 

can implement his style of football. 

Joining the relegation battle may well 

be teams such as Reading, Bristol City, 

Preston North End and Blackburn 

Rovers who are off the back of poor 

second halves to last season. 
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The Squad 
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  Simon Moore 
GK 

Age: 31 

At Club Since: Summer 2021 

Signed From: Sheffield United 

League Appearances 2020/21: 0 

League Clean Sheets 2020/21: 0 

A back-up goalkeeper for much of his 

career, whether Simon Moore 

represents the improvement in goal 

that many were hoping for from last 

season remains to be seen. 

The former Sheffield United 

goalkeeper has played just two games 

in the past three seasons and has only 

ever been the outright first-choice for 

two seasons in his career – both of 

which were at League One level. On 

the face of it, it is hard to argue that 

Moore is an improvement on either 

Marko Marosi or Ben Wilson. 

Having worked with current 

goalkeeping coach, Aled Williams, at 

Cardiff City, the club are seemingly 

placing a lot of faith on a 

recommendation rather than Moore’s 

career track record. Just who else was 

available and how affordable they 

were, fans simply do not know, but 

Moore’s arrival seems an indication of 

just how tough the transfer market 

has been for the club this summer. 

While pre-season performances should 

be treated with a hefty pinch of salt, 

Moore has looked a little rusty. It 

doesn’t appear as if his shot-stopping 

ability is particularly stand-out, which 

places the onus on his other qualities 

as a goalkeeper – i.e., his command of 

the penalty area, communication with 

his defence, and distribution – to be 

that bit more impressive. 

The hope with the signing of Simon 

Moore is that his age will provide a 

calm head at the back that will be 

needed over the course of a long 

campaign. That may be especially 

important if the plan is to phase Kyle 

McFadzean out of the side at some 

point this season. 

At 31 years old, Moore isn’t going to be 

the long-term fix in goal that had been 

hoped for. Instead, he will hopefully 

steer the team through a period until 

that longer-term option can be found. 

Whether Simon Moore is good enough 

to even be an interim solution in goal 

remains to be seen. 
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  Ben Wilson 
GK 

Age: 28 

At Club Since: Summer 2019 

Signed From: Bradford City 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 27 

League Clean Sheets 2020/21: 10 

Last season will probably go down as a 

career high for Ben Wilson, who, in 

making 27 league appearances in the 

Championship, made 27 more league 

appearances in the Championship than 

he would have expected to at the start 

of the campaign. 

Wilson played his part in the team’s 

survival, putting in a handful of 

capable performances in goal to keep 

the team away from danger. However, 

it was apparent from almost as soon as 

he stepped into the team that he 

lacked the authority to establish 

himself as a first-choice goalkeeper in 

the Championship. 

While Wilson can make good saves, 

claim crosses, and distribute fairly 

well, he seems to lack a presence about 

him in the goal and is capable of some 

high-profile errors. That was most 

apparent last season in a disastrous 

display against Luton Town, where a 

few fumbles early in the game saw the 

opposition pile the pressure on him. 

Mark Robins’ comments following 

another error late in the season, 

against Huddersfield Town, suggested 

that Wilson’s time as first-choice 

goalkeeper would soon be up. 

However, the arrival of Simon Moore 

as Wilson’s competition in goal doesn’t 

necessarily preclude him from having 

further opportunities this season. 

Perhaps if Wilson were a little 

younger, the prospect of him getting 

another crack of the whip would be 

more encouraging than it seems. 

Seemingly not of the standard to be a 

first-choice Championship goalkeeper 

right now, it is hard to see Wilson 

improving enough over the next two 

years of his contract to reach the 

standard the team requires. 

If Ben Wilson’s role this season is to 

step into the team when required, it 

would probably have been a relatively 

successful campaign. As well as Wilson 

did, relative to his own terms, last 

season, him being a regular this time 

out would suggest that the club got its 

goalkeeper recruitment wrong this 

summer. 
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  Fankaty Dabo 
RB 

Age: 25 

At Club Since: Summer 2019 

Signed From: Chelsea 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 28 

League Goals 2020/21: 0 

League Assists 2020/21: 0 

Fankaty Dabo was a victim last season 

of the congested, Covid-impacted, 

fixture list. Entering the campaign 

with an injury, Dabo never really got 

the chance to get up to full fitness, 

often seeming to be forced to return 

from set-backs a little sooner than he 

may have wanted to. 

Nonetheless, there were signs last year 

that Dabo could be a real force down 

the right side of the pitch at 

Championship level. A skilful and 

determined footballer, Dabo’s ball-

carrying ability was greatly missed for 

the periods of the season that he was 

out for. If Dabo can get back up to 

speed quickly this time out, the team 

could have a player on their hands 

who is among the better in their 

position in the division. 

Tempering that hope is the fact that 

Dabo ended last season with an injury, 

having been, arguably, unnecessarily 

rushed back for a meaningless final 

day game, which has seen him miss a 

chunk of pre-season. There is a risk 

that this season becomes a repeat of 

last one for Fankaty Dabo, where he is 

constantly chasing a recovery and not 

given the time to fully heal and get up 

to speed. 

It is up to Mark Robins to manage 

Dabo’s fitness correctly for the early 

months of the campaign. As loathe as 

the manager seems to be to rotate his 

preferred starting XI, the occasional 

rest for Dabo while he is still getting 

back up to full fitness could be more 

beneficial over the longer-term for 

both Dabo and the team. 

On the face of it, Dabo’s return to full 

fitness this season could make a huge 

difference to this Coventry City side. 

That ability to turn defence in attack in 

a team otherwise short on pace and 

width will change the dynamic of this 

team. While reservations remain over 

Dabo’s fitness levels entering the new 

campaign, he is one of a handful of 

genuine difference-makers available to 

Mark Robins. 
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  Julien Dacosta 
RB 

Age: 25 

At Club Since: Summer 2020 

Signed From: Niort 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 18 

League Goals 2020/21: 0 

League Assists 2020/21: 0 

Julien Dacosta had a mixed first year 

at Coventry City. At his best, he 

showed he could not only provide 

adequate back-up to Fankaty Dabo at 

right-back but could be a force down 

the right-hand side of his own. At his 

worst, Dacosta was actively harmful to 

the team’s performances, unsettling 

the players around him with his 

erratic nature. 

The player’s lack of command of the 

English language and arrival in a new 

country has to be considered a 

mitigating factor in his performances 

last year. Specifically, the issues 

Dacosta seemed to have with his 

positioning and use of the ball 

probably had a lot to do with not 

understanding what the coaches were 

asking him to do. 

With concerns over Fankaty Dabo’s 

fitness entering the new campaign, 

Dacosta could well be handed further 

opportunities this season to make the 

right wing-back position his own. The 

Frenchman showed in flashes last year 

that he can get up the pitch very well, 

can pick out a final ball and likes a 

tackle. With the right wind behind, 

there is a chance that an improved 

Dacosta could be something of a 

surprise package this season. 

Whether he will be will come down to 

his ability to learn from a tough first 

year at the club, how much faith Mark 

Robins has in him, as well as the form 

and fitness of Fankaty Dabo. With so 

many factors in play, the likeliest 

scenario is that Dacosta will continue 

to be a back-up player this season. 

Ultimately, it might not matter 

whether Dacosta doesn’t kick-on from 

last season if Fankaty Dabo gets back 

to full fitness and nails down that right 

wing-back position. If that doesn’t 

happen, Mark Robins will have to hope 

that Dacosta is in a better position to 

produce consistent performances than 

he was last year. 
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  Jack Burroughs 
RB/LB/W/CM 

Age: 20 

At Club Since: n/a 

Signed From: Academy 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 7 

League Goals 2020/21: 0 

League Assists 2020/21: 0 

Having been a fixture of the various 

under-age teams in recent years, Jack 

Burroughs looks closer than ever to 

making his breakthrough into the 

first-team.  

Capable of playing anywhere down 

either flank, as well as in a central 

midfield position, that versatility is 

going to be a huge aid for Burroughs’ 

prospects of making further first-team 

appearances. Having played at right 

wing-back on a few occasions at the 

back end of last season, Burroughs has 

operated on the left during pre-season 

due to a lack of senior players in that 

area of the team, keeping him in Mark 

Robins’ thinking and highlighting how 

useful his versatility is. 

On the downside, being so versatile 

could prevent Burroughs from 

achieving his full potential. At this 

early stage of his career, simply 

getting onto the pitch is valuable in 

and of itself. Burroughs showed in the 

couple of appearances he made last 

season that his experience in an 

attacking role makes him comfortable 

in possession and as an outlet getting 

forward. However, that lack of 

experience as a defender was also 

apparent, with Burroughs looking a 

little uncomfortable when faced in 

one-on-one situations with opposing 

forwards and saw him play a role in 

the team conceding a goal against 

Huddersfield Town with a poor headed 

clearance. 

Burroughs’ likeliest opportunity to 

play further games this season will be 

in either wing-back position due to the 

question marks over Dabo’s fitness 

and Dacosta’s ability on the right, and 

the lack of cover for Ian Maatsen (at 

the time of writing) on the left. 

Furthermore, Mark Robins has talked 

up the player’s intelligence, which is 

an indication that he is someone the 

manager is looking to bring into the 

first-team fold. 

It may be a little too soon to expect 

this to be a full breakthrough season 

for Jack Burroughs but gaining further 

first-team experience looks a realistic 

prospect for the youngster. 
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  Ian Maatsen 
LB/W 

Age: 19 

At Club Since: Summer 2021 (Loan) 

Signed From: Chelsea 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 34 

League Goals 2020/21: 1 

League Assists 2020/21: 3 

With Sam McCallum having finally left 

the club over the summer, there has 

been a vacancy for a new senior left-

back. Chelsea youngster, Ian Maatsen, 

is the man who arrives to fill the void. 

The Dutchman is off the back of a 

positive loan spell last season in 

League One with Charlton Athletic. An 

attack-minded presence from the left 

side, Maatsen ended up playing a 

handful of games as part of a front 

three but was defensively solid enough 

to spend most of his loan spell as a 

left-back in a back four. 

It is a natural progression for Maatsen 

to make the step up to the 

Championship, but he will face a much 

sterner inspection of his credentials as 

both a defensive and attacking 

presence this season. While he has a 

full season of senior football under his 

belt, Maatsen is still under the age of 

20, which leaves the team’s current 

options at left wing-back very young – 

with Maatsen’s back-up, Josh Reid, 

also under 20. It is a situation that 

may require careful management from 

Mark Robins, possibly involving 

occasionally handing Maatsen a rest at 

key junctures of the campaign. 

On the flip side, Maatsen is a young 

and improving player who will have 

aspirations to play at the highest level. 

With a season of Championship 

football under his belt, Maatsen may 

well be a calibre of player that the club 

wouldn’t be able to bring in. If 

Maatsen’s learning curve is relatively 

shallow, he could represent an 

upgrade at left wing-back over Sam 

McCallum. 

As an out-and-out attacking presence 

from left wing-back, Maatsen adds a 

key outlet of pace that is otherwise 

lacking in this team – much like Ryan 

Giles did in the first half of last season. 

If it can be harnessed correctly, 

Maatsen’s pace and skill will allow the 

team to transition from defence to 

attack in a threatening manner. 

Like all young players, there are likely 

to be ups and downs this season as 

Maatsen adjusts to a higher level of 

football. However, that youthful 

exuberance could prove to be a big 

asset for the team. 
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  Brandon Mason 
LB 

Age: 23 

At Club Since: Summer 2018 

Signed From: Watford 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 7 

League Goals 2020/21: 0 

League Assists 2020/21: 0 

With his Coventry City career all but 

over, Brandon Mason spent last season 

out on loan and was allowed to go out 

on trial with Portsmouth this pre-

season – before picking up an injury. 

Arguably the team’s best performer 

across the opening ten games of the 

promotion-winning 2019/20 season, 

Brandon Mason was unfortunate to 

lose his place in the side to Sam 

McCallum but has showed little since 

to suggest that he is worth bringing 

back into the fold. 

More specifically, the move to a wing-

back system went against Mason as he 

isn’t a huge threat in attacking 

positions, with his contribution to the 

team generally coming from using 

possession well to link up with team-

mates. A loan spell at St Mirren last 

year where Mason wasn’t a regular in 

the team further highlighted that, 

perhaps, Mark Robins made the right 

call in opting for McCallum over 

Mason. 

Just what this season holds for 

Brandon Mason looks to be up in the 

air. Having looked close to a move 

away from the club in pre-season, an 

injury will make it very difficult for the 

club to offload him this summer. 

It highlights one of the key challenges 

Mark Robins has faced in upgrading 

the squad this summer, just because 

players are no longer required doesn’t 

mean that they disappear. With a year 

remaining on Brandon Mason’s 

contract, the club has a duty of care to 

get him back up to fitness. 

Mason’s likely presence around the 

squad for the first half of the campaign 

may, theoretically, leave the door ajar 

for a return to the team, but it is likely 

that his last game for the club has 

already been played. 
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  Josh Reid 
LB 

Age: 19 

At Club Since: January 2021 

Signed From: Ross County 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 20 

League Goals 2020/21: 0 

League Assists 2020/21: 0 

Mooted for a summer move to the club 

from Ross County, Josh Reid’s arrival 

at Coventry City was hastened by the 

departure of Ryan Giles, after he was 

recalled by Wolves in January. 

Although Sam McCallum was clearly 

the first choice at left wing-back, Reid 

will surely have been frustrated not to 

have made his debut for the club. 

Billed as an energetic, attacking 

presence from left-back, an injury in 

Reid’s first training session at the club 

effectively ruled out the possibility of 

him making his debut for Coventry 

City prior to the start of this season. 

Furthermore, the addition of Ian 

Maatsen to the squad, as well as 

rumours suggesting that another left 

wing-back is on Mark Robins’ 

shopping-list suggests that Reid has 

work to do before he will be 

considered for selection at Coventry 

City. 

It must leave the player wondering 

quite why the club made the move to 

bring him in in the first place. While 

Reid might have had one or two 

opportunities to play, had he been fit, 

over the second half of last season, it 

must be incredibly frustrating to have 

had the door closed on him for the 

time being without getting a fair crack 

at the whip. 

Is not only up to Josh Reid to summon 

the motivation to force himself into 

contention over the course of the 

season but also will likely require 

careful man-management from Mark 

Robins to make his reasons clear for 

bringing the player down from 

Scotland without a clear pathway into 

the first-team.  

Just what the plan is with Josh Reid 

this season remains to be seen. It 

might be a sensible move to explore 

whether there is an appropriate loan 

move available for the youngster. 
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  Declan Drysdale 
CB/CM 

Age: 21 

At Club Since: January 2019 

Signed From: Tranmere Rovers 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 23 

League Goals 2020/21: 1 

League Assists 2020/21: 0 

Around a year or so ago, Declan 

Drysdale looked like someone ready to 

challenge for a starting role in this 

Coventry City side. A year and two 

underwhelming loan spells later, 

Drysdale’s prospects of breaking into 

the Coventry City team have receded. 

A lanky defender who looks confident 

with the ball at his feet, Declan 

Drysdale’s biggest deficiency appears 

to be a lack of pace. In combination 

with that desire to get on the ball, it 

appears to be an especially significant 

weakness as Drysdale is someone who 

will naturally look to get himself in 

dangerous positions from which 

having pace to recover would be 

especially helpful. 

That danger he seems to invite 

appears to be a key reason why 

Drysdale was shoehorned into midfield 

at both Gillingham and Cambridge 

United, which isn’t an encouraging 

sign for someone the club would have 

been hoping could establish 

themselves as a Championship 

defender over the coming years. 

While the departure of Leo Ostigard, 

Kyle McFadzean’s advancing years and 

speculation linking Josh Pask away 

from the club means there is a 

potential vacancy in central defence 

this season, it would be a big call to 

back Drysdale to step into the breach 

in a Championship defence. 

There is still time for Drysdale to 

develop into the player the club hope 

he can become, but his development is 

likely to be better served by a loan 

spell where he can play regular 

football, rather than kicking his heels 

waiting for opportunities at a level 

that is probably a little too high for 

him right now. 

Nonetheless, as a current member of 

the first-team squad, Drysdale 

shouldn’t be written-off. Sometimes, 

all it takes is one opportunity for a 

player to seize upon and ignite their 

career. However, it seems more likely 

than not that Drysdale is set for 

another loan spell and may probably 

never establish himself at Coventry 

City while the club remains in the 

Championship. 
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  Dominic Hyam 
CB 

Age: 25 

At Club Since: Summer 2017 

Signed From: Reading 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 43 

League Goals 2020/21: 3 

League Assists 2020/21: 0 

One of the club’s most reliable 

performers, Dominic Hyam looks set 

to continue to be a key part of any 

defensive unit that Mark Robins 

attempts to build this season. 

A calm and consistent presence in 

central defence, Dominic Hyam had his 

ups and downs last season as he 

adapted to Championship football but 

continued his trajectory of getting 

better in every year that he has been at 

the club. 

Hyam is not the kind of defender who 

will catch the eye by completely 

dominating forwards in the air, 

making last-gasp goal-saving tackles, 

or attempt flashy things with the ball 

at his feet. It is Hyam’s positioning, 

timing of the challenge and calmness 

in possession that generally sees him 

avoid getting into dangerous situations 

altogether, providing stability for the 

team in defence. That is why he has 

been trusted by Mark Robins for the 

best part of two seasons to play in the 

difficult left-sided centre-back 

position. 

There were periods of last season 

where that aura of stability around 

Hyam faded. Opponents started to 

isolate him, forcing him into making 

rasher decisions than he ideally would. 

However, it is to the player’s credit 

that he overcame a poor run of form 

and re-asserted his credentials as the 

most reliable element of this Coventry 

City side. 

Having come through his first full 

season as a regular at Championship 

level, the hope is that the team can 

continue to rely upon Dominic Hyam 

as a source of stability at the back. 

With question marks over Kyle 

McFadzean’s age and with Michael 

Rose having come through a difficult 

year, if Dominic Hyam cannot be relied 

upon this year, it would leave the 

defence looking especially shabby. 

It really would be surprising if Hyam 

wasn’t, again, one of the team’s better, 

most consistent performers this year. 
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  Kyle McFadzean 
CB 

Age: 34 

At Club Since: Summer 2019 

Signed From: Burton Albion 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 38 

League Goals 2020/21: 2 

League Assists 2020/21: 1 

Kyle McFadzean is a player who splits 

opinions among the Coventry City fan-

base. To some, he is the kind of 

dominant, ‘captain fantastic’, presence 

in central defence that every team 

needs. To others, he is something of a 

lumbering oaf. For both camps, there 

must surely be an awareness that, at 

35 years old at the end of the season, 

the team will need to move on from 

Kyle McFadzean at some point soon. 

The difficulty with moving on from 

Kyle McFadzean is that he is clearly 

such an influential presence in the 

defence that others struggle to take the 

mantle when he isn’t in the side. It’s a 

combination of McFadzean being 

dominant in the air and providing 

those less tangible qualities of 

authority and leadership that is going 

to be very difficult to replace. 

However, Kyle McFadzean is only 

getting older, which will make it 

increasingly difficult for him to impose 

his physicality on opponents. It doesn’t 

aid his cause that he has rushes to 

blood to the head which see him make 

needless challenges that leaves space 

behind him, as well as a tendency to 

give the ball away in dangerous 

situations. 

There is an opportunity with 

McFadzean’s likely smaller role this 

season to allow the team to evolve. A 

more mobile defensive unit should 

allow the team to play higher up the 

pitch and be able to control games 

more consistently. However, there are 

likely to be times this season where 

having a big physical presence in 

central defence is likely to be very 

handy. 

Mark Robins faces a difficult balancing 

act in reducing McFadzean’s 

involvement without robbing the team 

of the influence that he can still have. 

It is likely to be a gradual process, 

much like Michael Doyle’s eventual 

phasing out of the side in 2018/19. 
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  Josh Pask 
CB/RB 

Age: 23 

At Club Since: Summer 2019 

Signed From: West Ham United 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 17 

League Goals 2020/21: 0 

League Assists 2020/21: 0 

One of the handful of players knocking 

around the squad for whom our 

current status as a Championship club 

isn’t helpful for their immediate 

prospects of playing football. Josh Pask 

is rumoured to be free to leave the 

club before the end of the transfer 

window. 

Unable to get a run in the side in his 

first two years at the club, it has been 

particularly unhelpful for Pask that he 

has had to constantly switch positions. 

It has made it difficult to tell just how 

good Pask might be, with him often 

looking like he is flying by the seat of 

his pants somewhat as a result of 

having to get up to speed with the rest 

of the team and in a different position 

to when he last played. 

Pask’s biggest strength is his pace, 

where he can cover a surprising 

amount of ground in a short space of 

time for someone so tall. However, he 

appears to struggle with the positional 

side of defending, which was targeted 

ruthlessly by Championship opponents 

last season on a few occasions. 

Pask could clearly do with a move to a 

lower level where he can play regular 

football and get his career going. 

Fortunately, it appears as if Mark 

Robins has decided that there is 

adequate cover available – bearing in 

mind potential new signings – not to 

keep Pask around to make up the 

numbers. 

As someone who, even beyond his time 

at Coventry City, hasn’t ever had the 

opportunity to play regular first-team 

football, it can only be a good thing for 

Josh Pask if he can find it this season. 

Just how soon and at what level he will 

get his move remains to be seen. 
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  Michael Rose 
CB 

Age: 25 

At Club Since: Summer 2019 

Signed From: Ayr United 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 17 

League Goals 2020/21: 0 

League Assists 2020/21: 1 

Last season couldn’t have gone worse 

for Michael Rose. Spending most of the 

campaign out injured, Rose had a habit 

of getting sent-off or finding himself in 

calamitous positions, scoring more 

than his fair share of own goals when 

he was fit. 

In spite of that, few are judging 

Michael Rose for such an unfortunate 

campaign, with the hope being that 

the Scot will benefit from a full pre-

season to regain his fitness and get 

closer to the form that made him an 

integral part of a promotion-winning 

team two years ago. There were signs 

even during a difficult last year that 

Rose has the ability to be an effective 

performer at Championship level. 

Rose will likely play the role of 

replacing Leo Ostigard – who had been 

his replacement last year – in the 

defence this season. This is primarily 

because Rose is the best of the team’s 

crop of central defenders in 

possession, which should see him 

provide a similar outlet in possession 

in the defensive third of the pitch as 

Ostigard provided last season. Rose 

could save the club a lot of money if he 

could get close to replicating his form 

in League One in the Championship. 

Rose’s biggest weakness is a lack of 

pace, which is a concern considering 

the challenge of Championship football 

and was apparent even during the 

promotion season in League One. If he 

is to make the step-up to this level of 

football, Rose is going to have to find 

better strategies in dealing with quick 

opponents than he’s previously shown. 

Having missed a chunk of pre-season 

through illness, there is a concern that 

Rose might not benefit from the break 

as much as had been hoped. With the 

defence the area of the team where the 

final pieces of recruitment are clearly 

going to be targeted, Rose might find 

himself playing catch-up once again 

this season against potential new 

signings. 

Potentially, one of the surprise 

packages for the club this season, 

Michael Rose will have a lot of work to 

do to achieve that status. 
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  Jamie Allen 
CM/AM 

Age: 26 

At Club Since: Summer 2019 

Signed From: Burton Albion 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 22 

League Goals 2020/21: 1 

League Assists 2020/21: 0 

Jamie Allen is the kind of player who 

could have made himself a fan 

favourite at Coventry City in different 

circumstances. A tireless worker who 

makes runs into the penalty area from 

midfield, there’s a lot to like about 

Allen. Unfortunately, he has never 

really carved out a niche for himself in 

the side. 

Having started last season alongside 

Callum O’Hare in the two attacking 

midfield slots in the 3-4-2-1 system, 

Allen seemed to be lacking in both the 

technical ability and speed of thought 

to influence Championship games in 

the final third. While Allen’s work-rate 

looked like it could be useful when 

deployed in a deeper role, there were 

too many players ahead of him in the 

queue in central midfield for him to 

get a run in the side. 

Unlike quite a lot of the other surplus 

players in the squad, Allen looks like 

having a sizeable market for his 

services this summer. Just why he 

hasn’t yet departed the club may be 

down to the shortage of bodies the 

club has had due to fitness and Covid 

issues during pre-season. It is hard to 

see Allen not leaving the club before 

the end of the summer transfer 

window. 

It will be a shame that, aside from the 

period just before the 2019/20 season 

was curtailed, Coventry City fans 

never really saw the best of Jamie 

Allen. However, it epitomises the 

club’s rise in recent years that a player 

of Allen’s quality was so quickly 

outgrown. 
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  Josh Eccles 
CM/RB/CB 

Age: 21 

At Club Since: n/a 

Signed From: Academy 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 19 

League Goals 2020/21: 0 

League Assists 2020/21: 0 

If there is an academy-produced player 

that will establish himself in the first-

team this season, all signs point 

towards it being Josh Eccles. 

He was perhaps a touch unfortunate 

not to get more of a look-in last 

season, having impressed immensely 

in pre-season. The arrival of Ben Sheaf 

towards the end of the transfer 

window last season crowded Eccles 

out of the first-team squad, leading to 

a loan spell at Gillingham in League 

One where he struggled to make 

himself a regular in the team. 

Returning to the club in January, 

Eccles showed in the few appearances 

that he made that his spell at 

Gillingham said less about his quality 

as a player and more about the style of 

play of manager, Steve Evans. Eccles 

looked comfortable at Championship 

level – even when deployed for a 

couple of games at right wing-back. 

What stands out most about Josh 

Eccles is his composure in possession. 

He is someone who rarely looks as if 

he is being rushed on the ball and 

wants to advance it up the pitch. 

Combined with a good reading of the 

game, the only thing missing from 

Eccles’ arsenal is a level of physicality 

to impose himself on games. 

In the wake of Matty James’ departure 

from the club and a lack of a direct 

replacement, at the time of writing, 

Josh Eccles looks set to be given 

further opportunities to impress this 

season. With Liam Kelly starting the 

campaign out injured and question 

marks over the form of both Ben Sheaf 

and Gustavo Hamer, Eccles may never 

get a better opportunity to establish 

himself as a starter at Coventry City. It 

could be very important to the team’s 

prospects that he does. 
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  Gustavo Hamer 
CM 

Age: 24 

At Club Since: Summer 2020 

Signed From: PEC Zwolle 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 42 

League Goals 2020/21: 5 

League Assists 2020/21: 3 

Ending the season in poor form, there 

is a risk that Gustavo Hamer’s 

contribution to the team’s survival last 

season has been overlooked. For a long 

stretch of the campaign, Hamer was 

the team’s only driving force, and goal 

threat, with his influence a key reason 

why the team largely stayed out of the 

relegation zone in a difficult campaign. 

The kind of midfielder who can do just 

about everything, from reading the 

game, opening the pitch up with his 

range of passing and being able to get 

forward to score goals, the most 

important aspect of Hamer’s game is 

his willingness to be an influence on 

matches. While that also contributed 

to his poor form at the end of last 

season, that desire to impact games is 

a rare quality in football and is why 

Hamer will be a pivotal player for the 

team again this season. 

The first step that Hamer will have to 

take this year will be to rediscover his 

form. It would be a help if he there 

was more pace in the team to provide 

an outlet for his ambitious passing, but 

he showed last season that he can still 

impact games even if others around 

him are supine. Nonetheless, Hamer 

will have a point to prove entering the 

new campaign, especially with 

baseless accusations from some Sky 

Blues fans that his loss of form 

correlated to speculation linking him 

with a move away from the club. 

Whether Hamer has stayed this 

summer due to that poor run of form, 

or because the market has been 

depressed because of the impact of 

Covid, the upside is that means that 

fans can enjoy seeing him in the flesh 

this season. Given the difficulties the 

club has faced in improving the squad 

this summer, Hamer will be an 

especially important player this season 

as one of the few genuine difference-

makers in the squad. 
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  Liam Kelly 
CM 

Age: 31 

At Club Since: Summer 2017 

Signed From: Leyton Orient 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 23 

League Goals 2020/21: 2 

League Assists 2020/21: 0 

Liam Kelly remains one of the team’s 

most influential players, even if there 

is seemingly a desire to move beyond 

requiring the captain’s services over 

the medium-to-long-term. 

A sturdy, physical and experienced 

presence in midfield, Kelly provides a 

calmness and authority that not only 

protects the defence but allows those 

in front of him to play with a greater 

sense of freedom. While Kelly looked 

at times last season to be unable (or 

unwilling) to provide quality in 

possession, his inclusion in the side 

tended to coincide with better results. 

At 31 years old, it is unlikely that Liam 

Kelly will improve his technique over 

the course of the coming season. The 

challenge for Mark Robins will be in 

attempting to harness Liam Kelly’s 

influence while attempting to evolve 

the team’s style. Ideally, someone like 

Ben Sheaf or Josh Eccles could inherit 

Kelly’s role in defensive midfield, but 

either player would have to develop 

the same level of physical presence 

and authority that Kelly has, which is a 

big ask of young, relatively 

inexperienced footballers. 

For Liam Kelly, the task this season 

will be in continuing to demonstrate 

the impact that he can have on this 

team. Genuine leadership figures are 

hard to come by, which is why Mark 

Robins has been so loathed to move 

beyond both Kelly and Kyle 

McFadzean. 

Looking set to miss the start of the 

campaign, there will be a sneak peek 

at what a Kelly-less Coventry City 

might look like. While it offers the 

possibility of allowing the team to 

evolve into a more considered, 

possession-orientated side, the risk is 

that the team is left to be overrun in 

the centre of the pitch. 

If the team starts the season well, that 

could well spell the beginning of the 

end for Liam Kelly at Coventry City. If 

they don’t, then there will be at least 

another chapter to write in the 

captain’s spell in Sky Blue. 
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  Ben Sheaf 
CM 

Age: 23 

At Club Since: Summer 2020 

Signed From: Arsenal 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 30 

League Goals 2020/21: 0 

League Assists 2020/21: 1 

Signed on a permanent deal following 

a loan spell last season, Ben Sheaf 

starts his full-time Coventry City 

career with a point to prove. 

The former Arsenal man’s first year at 

the club was dogged by a number of 

mistakes that cost the team goals. 

While even the best players make 

mistakes, they seemed to bely a lack of 

awareness in Sheaf’s game. The issue 

was less to do with individual errors 

and more to do with a lack of influence 

outside of those key moments. 

That’s not to say that there weren’t 

signs that Ben Sheaf could become a 

good midfielder at Championship 

level. A good passer of the ball from 

the base of midfield who can get the 

team playing at a decent tempo, even 

capable of dictating games at his very 

best, it’s a case of whether Ben Sheaf 

can learn to assert himself on games 

more often than he did last season. 

There is the potential that Ben Sheaf 

could be the surprise package of the 

season for this Coventry City side if he 

can start to play with the bit between 

his teeth. With Liam Kelly getting 

older, Gustavo Hamer possibly leaving 

the club and Josh Eccles lacking 

experience, it would be a huge boost 

for the team if Sheaf took a great leap 

forward this season. 

There is a question as to whether Ben 

Sheaf is the kind of metronomic, ball-

playing midfielder who is suited to 

playing in a team that is unlikely to 

consistently dominate games. 

Nonetheless, this is the player’s best 

opportunity to establish himself as a 

Championship footballer and he is 

going to need to find better coping 

mechanisms under pressure than he 

showed last year. 

It is an important year in Ben Sheaf’s 

development. A difficult first taste of 

Championship football is 

understandable, but the best players 

are capable of learning from their 

mistakes. Whether Ben Sheaf is 

capable of doing so will define his 

Coventry City, and Championship, 

career. 
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  Jordan Shipley 
CM/AM/W 

Age: 23 

At Club Since: n/a 

Signed From: Academy Product 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 27 

League Goals 2020/21: 3 

League Assists 2020/21: 1 

It was Jordan Shipley’s most difficult 

year in a Coventry City shirt last time 

out, but he ended it with enough credit 

in the bank to ensure that it won’t be 

his last. 

A frustrating player who can be sloppy 

and peripheral in games, even at his 

very best, but is capable of stepping up 

with key contributions at a decent 

rate. That’s why Jordan Shipley spent 

so much of last year out of the starting 

line-up but was also why he managed 

as many Championship goals as 

Callum O’Hare. 

While Shipley is a touch fortunate to 

have retained a place in a 

Championship squad – largely due to 

bigger recruitment priorities being 

elsewhere – he starts the new 

campaign off the back of a good run of 

form at the end of the previous season. 

Operating alongside Callum O’Hare in 

an attacking midfield role, Shipley’s 

ability to make runs into the penalty 

area made him a useful foil for the 

team’s most creative player.  

That ability to score goals from 

midfield could make Shipley a very 

useful option for Mark Robins this 

season. However, it appears that he 

begins the new campaign outside of 

the manager’s preferred starting line-

up. 

The biggest area of Jordan Shipley’s 

game that he needs to improve is his 

consistency – both over the course of a 

campaign and within individual 

games. As useful as his scoring 

contributions can be, in a team that 

needs to maximise its resources at 

Championship level, Shipley’s 

tendency to go missing when at his 

worst can be ill-afforded. 

Provided that the Sky Blues remain in 

the Championship, this is an 

important season for Jordan Shipley. If 

he can build on a good end to last year, 

Shipley will have established himself 

as a Championship footballer. If he 

continues to find himself in and out of 

the side, this may be where his 

Coventry City career comes to an end. 

Once again, Jordan Shipley will have to 

prove his worth to this Coventry City 

team. 
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  Bright Enobakhare 
AM 

Age: 23 

At Club Since: Summer 2021 

Signed From: East Bengal 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 13 

League Goals 2020/21: 4 

League Assists 2020/21: 1 

One of the most talented players to 

have played for Coventry City over the 

past decade, the return of Bright 

Enobakhare seems more a sign of 

desperation on the part of the club 

than a statement of intent. 

Since leaving the Sky Blues, 

Enobakhare has seen his contract 

terminated early at three different 

clubs, before heading to India to make 

an impact. While there is little doubt 

as to Enobakhare’s individual talent, 

that track record suggests there are 

other issues preventing him from 

harnessing his potential. 

If there is one man who can get the 

best out of Bright Enobakhare, Mark 

Robins has shown that it is him. 

Reportedly handed a free-role off-the-

pitch as well as on it in his previous 

spell at the club, Enobakhare lit up 

League One with his close control and 

ability to produce the unexpected. 

Given how much the team relied upon 

Callum O’Hare last season for 

creativity, having another attacking 

midfielder who can create openings in 

the final third could make a huge 

difference for the team. 

Whether it’s in tandem with O’Hare as 

part of the 3-4-2-1 system or as an 

alternative option either from the start 

or as an impact substitute, there is a 

clear use for Bright Enobakhare within 

the current system. However, the 

question is how much Mark Robins 

will be able to get out of someone with 

questions as to their motivation and 

drive. 

For fans, the return of Bright 

Enobakhare remains an exciting 

prospect as they won’t have to deal 

with managing him on a daily basis. 

For Mark Robins, the challenge will be 

to get the best out of Enobakhare 

without unsettling what appears to be 

quite a positive, honest, hard-working 

team dynamic. 

Enobakhare’s return is a gamble on 

the part of Mark Robins. If it comes 

off, it could be worth at least three or 

four places in the league table. The 

danger is that Enobakhare might not 

only fail to produce the goods on the 

pitch but could spoil the atmosphere 

off it. 
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  Marcel Hilssner 
AM/W/CM 

Age: 26 

At Club Since: Summer 2020 

Signed From: Paderborn 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 20 

League Goals 2020/21: 1 

League Assists 2020/21: 2 

Although Marcel Hilssner was 

unfortunate to develop a breathing 

issue soon after arriving at the club 

last summer, his signing for the club 

from the German third-tier always 

looked to be a hopeful punt. 

Yet to make his competitive debut for 

the club, a mixed loan spell in League 

Two with Oldham Athletic will have 

done nothing to improve Marcel 

Hilssner’s chances of getting into the 

Coventry City side. In fact, the German 

has spent pre-season training with the 

under-23 side, an indication that his 

Coventry City career is over before it 

has started. 

Hilssner has shown flashes of why the 

club took a flyer on his services last 

summer, mainly during his loan spell 

at Oldham. A technically-adroit and 

versatile player who can operate out 

wide or centrally, Hilssner seems to 

have the ability to thread some decent 

passes, can deliver free-kicks with 

power, and has a good shot on him as 

well. Had he been of the required 

standard, Hilssner would have fitted in 

well to the 3-4-2-1 system that Mark 

Robins has played for much of the past 

two seasons. 

While the health issues impacting 

Hilssner’s fitness aren’t helpful, as 

someone who has played little football 

at a comparable level to the 

Championship, there’s a chance that 

he might not have been up to the 

required standard anyway. With two 

years left on his contract, the club 

could have a difficult time finding a 

way to get him off the books. 

One of the main failures in the club’s 

recruitment in recent years has been 

in finding creative attacking players to 

support Callum O’Hare. Hilssner joins 

Gervane Kastaneer and Wesley Jobello 

on that list, which meant that the team 

was being carried by just one player 

for much of last season. If there is a 

lesson to be learned from those 

signings it’s that if you’re going to take 

a punt on a player, don’t give them a 

three-year contract. 
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  Callum O’Hare 
AM 

Age: 23 

At Club Since: Summer 2019 

Signed From: Aston Villa 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 46 

League Goals 2020/21: 3 

League Assists 2020/21: 8 

Having found form in the second half 

of last season, the challenge for Callum 

O’Hare this time out is to take that 

next step and establish himself as one 

of the best players in his position in 

the division. 

With eight assists last year, all 

registered from January onwards, 

O’Hare created at a rate comparable 

with some of the best Championship 

attacking midfielders. There is no 

reason why O’Hare can’t replicate that 

form over a full season, but there are 

still raw elements of his game that 

need to be worked on. 

Primarily, O’Hare has a habit of 

holding onto the ball for slightly too 

long. While this sees him win plenty of 

free-kicks – which was useful for the 

team last season given some intelligent 

set-piece strategies – it indicates a lack 

of decisiveness in O’Hare’s game. 

Perhaps it doesn’t help that there is 

generally only one or two players 

ahead of him, but there is an apparent 

lack of composure in O’Hare’s 

decision-making. 

Even in O’Hare’s more difficult 

moments last year, his work-rate 

made him an essential player for the 

team. That energy, and a decent 

amount of skill, made him a useful 

outlet in possession to get the team up 

the pitch. That relentlessness to his 

game means he continually gets into 

good positions and why his creative 

output eventually improved over the 

course of last season. 

Callum O’Hare is currently the team’s 

biggest asset, both financially and as 

part of the team dynamic. It’s possible 

that O’Hare may not be at the club 

come the end of the summer transfer 

window, but other clubs may still be 

waiting for him to develop the 

composure that will make him a truly 

top player at this level. 

For Mark Robins, the challenge is to 

get the maximum out of O’Hare while 

he is still at the club. Providing him 

with better attacking options to open 

up space and pick out passes to is 

important, whether this summer’s 

recruitment has done that remains to 

be seen. 
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  Will Bapaga 
W/AM 

Age: 18 

At Club Since: n/a 

Signed From: Academy 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 2 

League Goals 2020/21: 0 

League Assists 2020/21: 0 

It seems like it has been quite a long 

time that Will Bapaga has been tipped 

as the next big thing to come through 

the club’s academy, however, he is still 

only 18 years old. 

With Coventry City fans having seen 

precious little of Bapaga in meaningful 

action, the calls for him to get into the 

side tend to correlate with moments 

when the team is struggling. Just how 

good Bapaga is or might be, only the 

coaching staff will have an idea. The 

fact that Bapaga has been used so 

sparingly suggests that he still has a 

way to go in his development before 

he can be considered a serious option 

for the first-team. 

Furthermore, Bapaga has yet to really 

make a case for his inclusion based on 

his form at under-23 level. A skilful 

forward player, Bapaga has yet to put 

together a run of goals and assists 

with the under-23 side to put pressure 

on Mark Robins to include him with 

the first-team. Bapaga’s key task this 

season will be to improve his output at 

that level before he can consider 

himself a part of the first-team squad. 

At just 18 years-old, time is clearly on 

Bapaga’s side. Just how helpful the 

level of expectation there seems to be 

placed on his shoulders from the fans 

depends on the player’s mentality. To 

have even been involved with the first-

team over the past two years suggests 

he is rated highly by the people who 

matter at the club, but there still 

seems to be a way to go for Bapaga. 
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  Wesley Jobello 
W 

Age: 27 

At Club Since: Summer 2019 

Signed From: Gazelec Ajaccio 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 3 

League Goals 2020/21: 0 

League Assists 2020/21: 0 

The victim of both a serious injury and 

a change in system, Wesley Jobello has 

become a forgotten man at Coventry 

City. 

All there is to base an opinion on of the 

winger is a 10-game run in the side 

two seasons ago at League One level. 

There were signs of both promise and 

frustration in that run, with Jobello 

stretching the play effectively from a 

wide right position but struggling to 

beat defenders for either skill or pace 

and lacking an end product in his 

crossing and finishing. 

Just how much Jobello has been 

affected by an injury that left him out 

for over 12 months is impossible to 

tell. The fact that the team has moved 

away from a system that requires an 

orthodox winger means that Jobello’s 

few substitute appearances since his 

injury have been out of position and 

with so short that it’s impossible to 

judge his performance levels. 

Whether it’s down to bad luck or not 

quite being good enough, Wesley 

Jobello looks to be surplus to 

requirements this summer. Just how 

much interest there is likely to be in 

his services remains to be seen. 

It would be harsh to judge the success 

or failure of the signing of Wesley 

Jobello two seasons ago too much as 

there is simply not enough evidence to 

base an opinion on. It is a signing that 

hasn’t paid off but there are too many 

factors unrelated to the player’s 

performances to consider Jobello a 

failure at Coventry City. 
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  Jodi Jones 
W/AM 

Age: 23 

At Club Since: March 2016 

Signed From: Dagenham & Redbridge 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 0 

League Goals 2020/21: 0 

League Assists 2020/21: 0 

Having spent the best part of four 

seasons out injured, playing any 

amount of football this season, and 

staying fit, has to be considered a 

success for Jodi Jones. 

Any hopes or expectations for what 

Jones might be able to provide the 

team really have to be kept to a 

minimum. While Jones has looked 

reasonably sharp in pre-season, the 

player’s repeated injury set-backs over 

the years means that any output from 

him on the pitch this season will have 

to be treated as a bonus. 

While there have been some questions 

as to why Jodi Jones has been kept on 

so long through repeated injury set-

backs, it is simply the right thing to do. 

Although the hope is that he might get 

back to the player he was, the 

likelihood is that another club will 

reap the benefits if Jodi Jones makes a 

full return. Ensuring that he doesn’t 

have to rush a comeback to win a 

contract elsewhere could well save 

Jones’ longer-term career. 

The player himself might have 

different ideas as to what is achievable 

this season. Having made it through a 

full pre-season, Jodi Jones will be as 

confident as ever of making a full 

return. Nonetheless, the repeated set-

backs he has sustained will ensure that 

any return to the team will be gradual. 

Perhaps Jodi Jones could prove to be a 

useful option in attacking areas for the 

team this season, however, it is no 

longer about really what Jodi Jones 

might be able to do for Coventry City. 

The main positive that could come out 

of a return for Jodi Jones this season 

would be a young footballer getting 

back to doing what they do best. 
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  Matt Godden 
ST 

Age: 30 

At Club Since: Summer 2019 

Signed From: Peterborough United 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 23 

League Goals 2020/21: 6 

League Assists 2020/21: 2 

When Matt Godden has been on the 

pitch for Coventry City, he has tended 

to score goals. He has scored at a rate 

of one every other 90 minutes for the 

club, the problem has been that he has 

had quite a few extended spells out 

injured in his two seasons at the club – 

and will start this season on the 

sidelines. 

With three strikers having been 

recruited over the past year, Godden 

will face his toughest challenge yet in 

getting into the team once he returns 

from injury. As valuable as his 

goalscoring could be, the biggest 

challenge Godden will face will be in 

proving that he can offer something to 

the team in addition to putting the ball 

into the net. 

There have been more than a few 

occasions where Godden has started as 

a lone striker and made it difficult for 

the team to get up the pitch. While it’s 

not as if Godden doesn’t try to 

compete for aerial balls or link the 

play, it is clearly not his strength. The 

question is whether he is a reliable 

enough presence in front of goal to 

make it worth altering the team’s 

tactics to allow him to focus purely on 

getting in scoring positions. 

Whereas Godden has been, almost by 

default, the team’s best striker in his 

first two seasons at the club, that may 

not be the case this time around. The 

club has invested quite a lot of money 

in the younger prospects of Tyler 

Walker and Viktor Gyokeres, which 

further highlights why Godden may no 

longer be a player that Mark Robins 

will look to build around. 

Godden will still have a role to play 

this season, whether that’s as part of a 

rotation of strike options or from the 

bench, but it looks set to be a smaller 

one than he has been accustomed to at 

Coventry City. 
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  Viktor Gyökeres 
ST/W 

Age: 23 

At Club Since: January 2021 

Signed From: Brighton & Hove Albion 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 30 

League Goals 2020/21: 3 

League Assists 2020/21: 0 

After improving over the course of his 

loan spell last season, Viktor Gyokeres 

is now a permanent Coventry City 

player. Someone who has shown signs 

of promise, it is now about Gyokeres 

stringing those moments into 

consistent form. 

Possessing a lot of the qualities that 

could make him a huge presence in 

attack – physical strength, a decent 

amount of skill, a good work-rate, a 

fair bit of pace – Gyokeres struggled to 

convert those raw attributes into a 

sustained threat for much of his loan 

spell. Whether it was down to a lack of 

confidence or simply flattering to 

deceive, that was why Gyokeres spent 

a long spell out of the side, with Mark 

Robins often preferring to play 

Maxime Biamou as a lone striker. 

In taking the plunge to sign Gyokeres 

permanently, it is an indication that 

Mark Robins believes that he can get 

the best out of the raw attributes that 

Gyokeres possesses. There were signs 

towards the end of last season that 

Gyokeres can, at the very least, make 

himself a real handful for opposing 

defences with his work-rate, 

physicality, and mobility. The question 

is whether the player possesses the 

wherewithal to improve further on the 

flashes he has shown thus far. 

As arguably the most complete of the 

team’s forward options, Gyokeres 

should get plenty of opportunities this 

season to get going. As part of a strike 

partnership, he is likely to be a useful 

foil for more limited, but prolific, 

strikers in Tyler Walker and Matt 

Godden. On his own, Gyokeres can 

provide a presence in the opposing 

half to get the team out of defence and 

bring midfielders into play. 

Nonetheless, bringing Gyokeres in 

permanently is gamble. While there is 

potential there for Gyokeres to be a 

rather good striker for Championship 

football, there’s a chance that he may 

simply flatter to deceive due to 

possessing some eye-catching raw 

attributes. Gyokeres seems like he will 

be someone who will need a fair bit of 

work to get the best out of, the 

question is whether Mark Robins can 

afford to put that work in, potentially 

at the expense of options in attack that 

may be better for now. 
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  Martyn Waghorn 
ST/W 

Age: 31 

At Club Since: Summer 2021 

Signed From: Derby County 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 32 

League Goals 2020/21: 5 

League Assists 2020/21: 4 

An experienced Championship 

forward, Martyn Waghorn has signed 

for Coventry City to complement the 

team’s current attacking options. 

Capable of playing either through the 

middle or out wide, Waghorn’s career 

has largely been defined by his 

voracious work-rate, alongside being 

slightly frustrating in front of goal. 

While Waghorn’s scoring rate has 

improved as he’s matured as a striker, 

he is off the back of a fairly lean 

season at Derby County. 

Waghorn is unlikely to be the team’s 

leading striker this season, but he 

should be useful as part of an array of 

options in attack. The combination of 

his experience and work-rate should 

provide the team with an outlet to get 

up the pitch and help bring others into 

play. It would be useful if Waghorn 

could also chip in with a few goals to 

spread the goalscoring burden 

throughout the squad, but he is not 

going to be a striker who will be 

judged at the end of the season purely 

on the number of goals that he scores. 

Perhaps that is a slightly harsh 

assessment of someone who was 

signed for quite a large amount of 

money by Derby County just a few 

years ago because of his goalscoring, 

but it would be sensible to keep 

expectations as to Waghorn’s scoring 

low as it isn’t his primary strength as a 

striker. 

The reason why Martyn Waghorn was 

brought into Coventry City by Mark 

Robins was to offer a different option 

to what was already available. An 

experienced hard-worker, Waghorn is 

someone who will lead by example and 

should help improve those around 

him. As part of a rotation of centre-

forwards, Waghorn could prove to be a 

very useful option for Mark Robins. 
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  Tyler Walker 
ST 

Age: 24 

At Club Since: Summer 2020 

Signed From: Nottingham Forest 

 

League Appearances 2020/21: 31 

League Goals 2020/21: 7 

League Assists 2020/21: 2 

It was neither a brilliant nor terrible 

first season at Coventry City for Tyler 

Walker. Seven goals from 20 starts is a 

decent return, but, as someone signed 

with a fair amount of expectation 

around him, Walker showed few signs 

of being the kind of striker who could 

go on to score a lot of goals in 

Championship football. 

The huge caveat to Walker’s previous 

season is that he was barely ever at 

peak fitness. Starting the campaign 

without a proper pre-season, Walker 

picked up Covid just before he’d been 

brought up to speed, then suffered an 

injury soon after. Even when Walker 

returned in the final months of the 

campaign, it was apparent that he 

wasn’t completely sharp, which makes 

his status as the team’s top scorer last 

year especially impressive. 

Just how much of a difference a full 

pre-season will have on Walker’s 

Coventry City career remains to be 

seen. While his fitness issues may have 

robbed him of a level of pace and 

explosiveness to get in behind 

opposing defences, there seem to be 

issues surrounding Walker’s 

awareness and all-round presence on 

the pitch that often made him a 

peripheral figure in games last season 

where he didn’t score. 

Nonetheless, even a similar campaign 

to last year, but with fewer injury 

absences, would likely see Walker end 

this season in double-figures for goals 

and as the team’s top-scorer. The 

question with Walker currently is 

whether his potential goal return 

counteracts what seems to be a lack of 

a presence outside the penalty area. 

Harder-working, but less prolific, 

options such as Martyn Waghorn and 

Viktor Gyokeres may be seen as 

preferrable with the team likely having 

to cope with not being the dominant 

side in a lot of games this season. 

The first half of the season could be 

important for Walker in re-

establishing himself as the team’s best 

option in attack. If he can improve his 

scoring rate, any questions over what 

else he does will be rendered moot. If 

he doesn’t, then Walker may need to 

show that he can provide for the team 

in other ways. 
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  Tactical Preview 
 

After almost two straight years of 

playing with a back three, that looks 

set to continue to be the foundation 

upon which any system that Mark 

Robins sets the side up will be based. 

The bigger question will be how the 

midfield and attack are set up. 

The additions of Viktor Gyokeres and 

Martyn Waghorn to the cast of strikers 

means that Robins can rotate between 

different strike partnerships 

throughout the campaign. Towards the 

end of last season, the value of having 

that rotating cast in attack became 

apparent, allowing the team to sustain 

an intense, pressing style of football. It 

is likely that this will continue this 

season, with at least one striker – 

presuming the team sets up with a 

strike pairing – likely to be replaced 

between the 60th and 70th minute to 

sustain energy levels in the final third. 

Unless one of the team’s strike options 

suddenly catches form, Sky Blues fans 

may have to disavow themselves of the 

notion of there being one leading 

striker that Mark Robins will look to 

build the team around. Instead, it will 

be about the individual qualities each 

striker brings, how they can be best 

utilised to complement with one 

another and who may be best suited to 

the specific opposition that the team 

are up against. 

Viktor Gyokeres and Martyn Waghorn 

are likely to be Mark Robins’ most 

useful options in attack because of the 

energy and physicality that they bring. 

As a duo, they could prove to be a 

menacing combination in wearing 

down opposing defenders to open up 

space for someone like Callum O’Hare 

to get into dangerous positions or do 

the dirty work before Tyler Walker 

and Matt Godden can come on late to 

pinch goals. Similarly, either could 

prove a useful foil for Walker or 

Godden from the start, with the other 

available to come on and maintain the 

team’s energy in attack. 

Matt Godden, when fit, and Tyler 

Walker are likely to be fighting it out 

this season for the role as the team’s 

go-to goalscorer. Both showed last 

year that they have the potential to get 

into double figures for goals at 

Championship level, but they lack a 

presence outside the penalty area. It is 

important that Mark Robins finds 

ways to get them into goalscoring 

positions as much as possible, which is 

why Gyokeres and Waghorn have been 

signed, as well as the extra creativity 

of Bright Enobakhare and Ian 

Maatsen. 

It’s not set in stone that the team will 

operate with a strike partnership 

throughout the entirety of the 

campaign, given the options in 
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  midfield. While the 3-4-2-1 system that 

had seen the team win promotion 

from League One had its issues last 

year, there were signs towards the end 

of the season that its fluidity and extra 

bodies in midfield can be effective in 

the Championship provided the team 

can get on the ball enough to avoid 

being penned back in their own half. 

While Callum O’Hare can be effective 

playing as the lone attacking 

midfielder in the side, he seems to 

benefit from the reduced attention that 

comes with playing in a slightly wider 

position. The addition of Bright 

Enobakhare offers the hope that the 

team can have another creative 

presence alongside Callum O’Hare, but 

the worry with pairing the two 

together may be that it doesn’t provide 

enough of a direct goal threat, which is 

where Jordan Shipley may come into 

play as someone who can make runs 

into the penalty area from midfield. 

Getting the best out of the team’s 

attacking midfielders is going to 

require a lot of work from the current 

central midfield options. The loss of 

Matty James’ quality and composure 

on the ball is a huge blow in that 

regard, and with Liam Kelly likely to 

miss the start of the season, there is a 

lot of responsibility on the relatively 

inexperienced shoulders of Ben Sheaf 

and Gustavo Hamer. While the duo 

both offer quality in possession, the 

concern is that Sheaf can struggle to 

impose himself without it, which can 

leave Hamer feeling as if it is up to 

him to throw his body around and risk 

picking up bookings, conceding free-

kicks, or leaving space behind him for 

opponents to exploit. 

The lack of experience and composure 

in the middle of the pitch may tempt 

Mark Robins into operating with a 

midfield three. Having an extra body 

alongside Sheaf and Hamer – likely 

Jordan Shipley in the early stages of 

the campaign – will help reduce the 

number of gaps opening up in front of 

the defence and aid the team in 

attempting to impose itself on the 

game. The major downside to playing 

with a midfield three is that it leaves a 

choice between dropping Callum 

O’Hare from the side (which is pretty 

much unthinkable) or playing with a 

potentially very isolated lone striker. 

In defence, the attacking quality of the 

wing-backs is going to be another 

important area of this team. Fankaty 

Dabo showed in flashes last season 

that, at full fitness, he can be a force in 

the Championship on the right side, 

with Julien Dacosta potentially capable 

of doing so too, but in a more erratic 

manner. On the left, Maatsen offers 

greater attacking instincts than his 

predecessor, Sam McCallum, which 

could open up the pitch for the 

midfielders if the Chelsea loanee can 

take the step up to the Championship 

in his stride. 

In terms of central defenders, Michael 

Rose, Dominic Hyam and Kyle 

McFadzean are currently the team’s 

starting trio. While the departure of 

Leo Ostigard is a blow, Michael Rose 

should be able to replace the 

Norwegian’s quality on the ball, the 
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  question is whether he – and that 

potential back three as a whole – are 

quick enough to allow the team to take 

risks and push up the pitch in 

Championship football. 

While it looks like the set-up of a Rose-

McFadzean-Hyam back three would 

see Rose on the right and Hyam on the 

left of McFadzean, in the final game of 

last season, Mark Robins swapped 

Hyam and Rose around, which has 

continued throughout pre-season. 

Additionally, it is unclear what impact 

on that dynamic any further additions 

to the defence may have. 

As mentioned at the top of this section, 

the chances of Mark Robins deploying 

a back four this season look set to be 

very low. While there are concerns as 

to how long Kyle McFadzean can 

continue to be effective in 

Championship football, Michael Rose 

and Dominic Hyam seem to lack the 

authority as a duo to provide the 

presence at the back in anything like 

the manner of McFadzean. 

Furthermore, the team’s potential 

options at full-back seem better-suited 

to operating as wing-backs. Fankaty 

Dabo has looked shaky as a defender 

in a back four, while Ian Maatsen’s 

relatively short stature could be 

something opponents would target 

with diagonal balls were he to operate 

as a full-back – even if he is a feisty 

defender in one-on-one situations. 

As ever, a full football season has a 

habit of turning upside down 

previously certain knowledge about 

teams and players. As it stands, it 

seems almost impossible not to see 

this Coventry City side set up in some 

variation of 3-4-1-2, 3-4-2-1 or 3-5-2, 

but injuries, form or other 

unpredictable circumstances may force 

Mark Robins into experimentation, 

which may lead him to find more 

effective ways of getting the best out 

of his available resources. 

Just what those circumstances are and 

what solutions may be found are one 

of the most exciting things to look 

forward to ahead of a new season. 
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  The Manager 
 

Having achieved progress in each of 

the full seasons that he has been in 

charge of the club, the scope for 

improvement this season under Mark 

Robins looks much lower than before. 

It has been apparent this summer that 

this football club simply doesn’t have 

the financial muscle to take the huge 

steps forward in the Championship as 

it did in Leagues One and Two. In fact, 

the lower end of the division may be 

all that is realistically achievable in the 

club’s current guise. While Mark 

Robins has shown that he can get the 

best out of his available resources, the 

sense coming out of the club 

throughout this summer has been that 

Mark Robins may be close to the limit 

of what he may be able to achieve at 

Coventry City. 

As safe as Mark Robins’ status as 

Coventry City manager currently 

seems, the question of ‘what next?’ 

looms over the horizion for both club 

and manager. It is less so with those in 

charge, who have relied upon Mark 

Robins’ managerial and organisational 

talent to drag the club out of the 

doldrums, and maybe more so with 

the man himself. 

Having been burned by experiences at 

other clubs, Mark Robins knows full 

well that the grass isn’t greener on the 

other side. Additionally, the sense that 

Mark Robins hasn’t really achieved 

much in his managerial career outside 

of Coventry City is likely the reason 

why interest in his services over the 

past couple of years has been relatively 

low. Nonetheless, Mark Robins has 

clearly grown and improved as a 

manager over the past four and a half 

years and may be wondering whether 

he can replicate that elsewhere, 

somewhere that may have the 

resources to reach a higher level. 

For now, the risk of either Mark 

Robins leaving for another club or 

being sacked from Coventry City looks 

to be very low. It allows the manager 

the comfort to take a longer-term view 

to how he manages the club, which is 

why Robins has reinvented himself as 

a manager at Coventry City. 

In his first spell at the club, he was a 

rather cautious, pragmatic style of 

manager. The style of football relied 

upon two tight banks of four, utilising 

the talent of individuals to break 

games open. In contrast, for much of 

Robins’ second spell at the club, the 

football has been more proactive and 

less reliant on individuals to make 

work.  

Aided by the appointments of key off-

field personnel – such as assistant 

manager, Adi Viveash, and head of 

recruitment, Chris Badlan – Mark 

Robins has been able to make 

decisions at Coventry City based on 
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  what he wants the team to eventually 

become, rather than having to survive 

over the short-term. 

There is still a pragmatism apparent in 

Robins’ managerial style, the move 

towards a defensive style after a poor 

start to last season is an example of 

this, which provides the team with the 

flexibility to adapt to situations as the 

season progresses. That ability to re-

organise and find solutions to 

problems is a key reason why there 

have been so few questions as to 

whether he is the best man for the job. 

There is a sense with Mark Robins that 

he is never too far away from 

rectifying the team’s problems. 

The challenge for Mark Robins this 

season is to continue with what has 

worked so well without the ability to 

improve the squad as significantly as 

he is used to. It is going to require a 

more patience in individuals than 

Robins is accustomed to, with the 

situation in goal a key example of this. 

Following a costly error from Ben 

Wilson towards the end of last season 

against Huddersfield Town, Robins 

seemed clear that the situation would 

be addressed by recruiting a better 

goalkeeper this summer. Having 

seemingly missed out on preferred 

targets, the addition of Simon Moore 

doesn’t preclude Wilson from re-

establishing himself as first-choice. 

While that competition may be useful, 

just what impact it has on Wilson that 

he knows the manager doesn’t see him 

as a long-term option could be 

detrimental to his performances. 

There are other areas of the team 

where it is apparent that Mark Robins 

would, ideally, have recruited better 

players this summer. That typical 

Mark Robins ruthlessness has been 

less apparent this pre-season and it’s 

up to the manager and his coaching 

staff to improve players, whereas 

before solutions could be found in the 

transfer market. 

This is looking set to be Mark Robins’ 

most challenging season at Coventry 

City. As difficult as winning two 

promotions and avoiding relegation 

from the Championship were, a lack of 

forward momentum could be where he 

becomes frustrated and perhaps less 

effective. 

Having been the glue that has held this 

club together for the best part of five 

years, it is almost unthinkable what 

Coventry City would look like without 

Mark Robins and what Mark Robins 

would look like without Coventry City. 

While the prospect of any change to 

that situation is remote, this year may 

pose questions to that status that were 

previously thought unquestionable. 

It may well be the case that Mark 

Robins is closer to the end of his 

Coventry City reign than the start of it, 

but there should be no doubt that he 

remains, by far, the best man for the 

job. Even in the challenging 

circumstances Robins has appeared to 

have faced in improving the squad 

over the summer, there is still the 

hope that he will find a way to 

maintain forward progress at 

Coventry City. 
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Predictions 
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  How Will The Sky Blues Do? 
 

The key question, following all of that 

analysis is just where the Sky Blues 

stack up against the rest of the 

division? 

On the one hand, it is hard to argue 

that the squad is significantly stronger 

than it was last season. In fact, the lack 

of replacements for Matty James and 

Leo Ostigard, at the time of writing, 

arguably leaves the team at least a 

little weaker. While each of those 

players had their struggles last season, 

the midfield looks weaker without the 

presence of James and the defence, 

similarly, looks to be missing the pace 

and aerial ability that Ostigard 

provided. 

On the other hand, a lot of other clubs 

in this division have faced similar, or 

worse, difficulties in the summer 

transfer market. While it is natural to 

compare the squad that the Sky Blues 

have now to the one that ended last 

season, just where it ranks versus the 

rest of the division is a more apt 

comparison. 

It has been a summer where a lot of 

clubs have allowed experienced 

Championship performers to leave due 

to their wage demands, with quite a 

few of those players struggling to find 

new clubs due to expecting to 

maintain their current level of 

earnings. As a result, it has been a 

slow summer transfer window in this 

division. Whether the stalemate will 

continue for the rest of the window or 

whether it will spring to life in the 

final weeks could define this 

Championship season. 

There could be some big winners 

among those clubs who have been 

willing to be patient in waiting for 

their preferred targets to lower their 

wage demands, or those clubs could be 

left short once the transfer window 

closes. 

Returning to Coventry City, Mark 

Robins seems to have taken the 

approach this summer that ‘one in the 

hand is worth two in the bush’ by 

getting players in rather than waiting 

for preferred targets. Had things gone 

to plan, players like Simon Moore and 

Bright Enobakhare probably wouldn’t 

currently be Coventry City players. 

Robins will be hoping that a full pre-

season to work with his squad will be 

more beneficial than starting the 

season with the squad a little 

undercooked. 

The danger of that approach is that the 

club are now committed to players 

they might otherwise have not wanted 

to sign. If they prove not to be quite up 

to the standard, it makes it difficult to 

replace them. Players such as Gervane 

Kastaneer and Marcel Hilssner are 

example of how this approach can be 

difficult to rectify. 
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  The opening weeks and months of the 

season are going to important in 

setting the tone for the new season. A 

decent start to the campaign will 

reduce a lot of the anxiety currently 

around the club and allow the team to 

grow as a unit. As big a positive as it is 

to be back in Coventry, the return of 

fans could amplify the impact of a poor 

start, putting pressure on the team 

and forcing Mark Robins into some big 

decisions with regards to individuals 

and tactics. 

A poor run of 11 games to start last 

season left the team in a relegation 

scrap for almost the entirety of the 

rest of the season. Following that poor 

start, the team’s form was firmly mid-

table. It highlights how the start to the 

season will define much of the rest of 

it. Picking up three or four wins from 

the opening ten games could be the 

difference between a season of 

consolidation or one of struggle. 

There are concerns pretty much with 

every area of this team currently. Save 

for Callum O’Hare and Gustavo 

Hamer, there are few players in the 

squad that look like capable of being 

stand-out quality for this division. It is 

those players who help raise the bar 

for the team, that keep everyone going 

during difficult games and produce the 

moments that win points. The key is 

finding the framework for Hamer and 

O’Hare to excel this season. 

In the absence of preferred signings, 

Mark Robins has mainly gone for 

positive, hard-working characters, 

such as Simon Moore and Martyn 

Waghorn. A key reason why the club 

has progressed under Mark Robins has 

been in maintaining a positive esprit 

de corps, that has helped the team 

overcome the sticky patches that occur 

during a campaign. That is why the 

addition of a potential renegade in 

Bright Enobakhare seems such a risk. 

In a Coventry City squad that is 

perhaps lacking the talent to regularly 

win games at Championship level, it is 

essential that the team plays with a 

level of consistency, keeping it in 

games and providing it with the best 

possible chance of coming on top of 

tight margins. That is where 

maintaining a positive, united squad is 

especially important.  

While the goal this season feels like it 

has shifted from looking to build on 

last season towards simply repeating 

it, it emphasises that the club’s 

ambitions in this division are limited 

by its financial resources. To 

eventually progress, the club is going 

to have to be smart in its recruitment 

and become a place that can develop – 

and sell – players at a profit. That is 

why the young and improving O’Hare 

and Hamer are especially important, 

and why players like Ben Sheaf, Tyler 

Walker and Viktor Gyokeres will need 

to demonstrate progress this season. 

Just how a potential model of small 

steps and selling the team’s best 

players matches with what it is being 

hoped will be the impact of the return 

to Coventry could be a key area of 

concern and frustration between club 

and fans over the next few years.  
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  It is one thing to sell key players and 

win promotion, it is another to do the 

same just to survive in a division. 

While the selling side of the model has 

been avoided this summer, an inability 

to strengthen the squad in the manner 

that had been expected early in the 

transfer window is a potential source 

of pressure on those in charge. That is 

why it feels as if a decent start upon 

the return to Coventry feels especially 

important in maintaining the sense of 

unity between ownership and fans. 

It all looks set for quite a tough and 

challenging campaign at Coventry 

City. It will be among Mark Robins’ 

biggest feats since his return to the 

club to maintain the sense of 

momentum that has been carried since 

the time in League Two four seasons 

ago. 

Will the team’s experience of 

Championship football last season 

stand them in good stead to avoid the 

pitfalls of last year and kick on? Will 

the lack of a sense of momentum make 

it tougher for the team to motivate 

themselves for what could be another 

battle against the drop? Those are the 

key themes heading into the new 

season. 

It will be fantastic to see Coventry City 

back, in the flesh, in Coventry itself. 

Like the last time this happened – 

obviously, not the whole missing 

football for over a year due to a 

pandemic bit – the novelty will wear 

off fairly quickly. Playing in the city 

won’t make the Sky Blues a better 

team in and of itself, but it gives the 

club a long-term future to look 

forward to. The benefits of the return 

to Coventry are unlikely to be 

apparent this year, but in those to 

come. 

There should be enough about this 

Coventry City side to stay in the 

Championship again, but any 

ambitions beyond that are likely to 

rest on a handful of players making 

huge improvements on last season. 
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1st West Bromwich Albion 

2nd Sheffield United 

3rd Fulham 

4th Bournemouth 

5th Queens Park Rangers 

6th Middlesbrough 

7th Cardiff City 

8th Stoke City 

9th Luton Town 

10th Nottingham Forest 

11th Swansea City 

12th Barnsley 

13th Birmingham City 

14th Millwall 

15th Blackburn Rovers 

16th Bristol City 

17th Reading 

18th Coventry City 

19th Hull City 

20th Peterborough United 

21st Blackpool 

22nd Huddersfield Town 

23rd Preston North End 

24th Derby County 

Predicted Table 
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 If You Enjoyed This… 

Match previews and reviews, season preview and reviews, 

player profiles, and all kinds of other Coventry City and 

Football League analysis are available via… 

www.sidewayssammy.com  

@SideSammy 

Sideways Sammy 

http://www.sidewayssammy.com/
https://twitter.com/SideSammy
https://www.facebook.com/sidewayssammypass/

