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Tony Docherty began his coaching career as 
a Scottish Football Association development 
officer for the Glasgow area, spending three 
years in the role before a move to Falkirk to 
work as a community coach. Following Ian 
McCall’s appointment as Falkirk manager, 
Docherty became the club’s assistant manager, 
and when McCall moved to take charge of 
Dundee United in early 2003, Docherty came as 
part of the coaching team. He was subsequently 
promoted to first-team coach, a position he held 
at the club under successive managers.

Docherty left Dundee United in November 
2007 and moved to Scottish First Division side 
St Johnstone as assistant manager, working 
under former United player Derek McInnes. 
The pair achieved promotion back to the SPL 
18 months later and when McInnes became 
manager of Bristol City in October 2011, 
Docherty followed him to Ashton Gate as 
assistant manager. In March 2013 he once again 
teamed up with McInnes, this time as assistant 
manager at SPL side Aberdeen. 

Docherty left Aberdeen in March 2021 and 
currently has the role of coach educator for the 
Scottish FA, assessing the UEFA A and B Licences.
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“It’s a session that gives the 
players a clear understanding of 
everything they need to channel 
as a team, press as a team and 
counter-attack as a team”

SESSION 

CHANNEL, PRESS 
AND COUNTER
This session is designed to prepare 
the team to channel opponents into 
an area where we have an advantage 
or an overload, then intensely press to 
win possession and quickly launch a 
counter-attack. 

It’s a session that I would run on 
a weekly basis with the team as it 
gives players a clear understanding of 
everything they need to channel as a 
team, press as a team and counter-
attack as a team. It also helps to give 
the team its identity as a pressing 
team who can counter-attack at a 
really high intensity. 

The session progresses as the 
players develop an understanding of 
each component part of the session 
and grasp that the channel leads to 
the press, which in turn leads to the 
counter-attack.

Before commencing this session, the 
players would be presented with a video 
analysis of the upcoming opponents. 
This video would usually illustrate key 
components that we would be looking 
to work on in the practical session and 
the reasons for doing it.
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We set up on three quarters of a pitch with a goal and 
a goalkeeper at one end and two small target goals 
at the other end. We mark a midfield box around the 
centre circle, as shown, and mark a box on each flank 
for the possession team’s full backs.

We’re using 13 outfield players split into a red 
possession team of seven and a blue counter-attacking 
team of six. The reds have two centre backs and two 
full backs. The full backs are locked in boxes on each 
wing. The counter-attacking blue team has a front 
three ready to attack and the remaining three players 
from each team start in a 3v3 in the midfield box.

COUNTER-ATTACKING GAME

[1a]

TONY DOCHERTY
CHANNEL, PRESS  
AND COUNTER

Play begins with the goalkeeper, who passes out 
to a red centre back. The defender receives the 
ball and must try to build play from the back by 
passing the ball into the midfield box, where the red 
midfielders have to try to string four consecutive 
passes together.

While the reds must pass the ball in the midfield 
box, the aim for the blue counter-attacking team is to 
win the ball back with an interception and then break 
forward quickly by passing the ball into one of the 
attackers in the blue front three, as shown [1a]. 

As soon as a blue attacker receives the forward 

Area:  
Three quarters of pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
2 small goals, 
1 full size goal

Number of Players:  
13 players 
+1 goalkeeper
Session time:  
30mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Play begins with 
the goalkeeper 
passing to a red 
centre back

The red centre back 
receives from the 
keeper and must 
build play from the 
back by passing into 
the midfield box

It’s 3v3 in the 
midfield box. The 
red midfielders 
must try to string 
four consecutive 
passes together 
while the blue 
midfielders attempt 
to win possession

If the blue 
midfielders win 
possession in the 
midfield box, they 
break forward 
quickly by passing 
to one of the 
attackers in the 
blue front three
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[1b]

[1c]
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pass, it becomes a 3v2 situation and the blues must 
try to score a goal, as shown [1b].

If a goal is scored, or if the ball goes out of play, the 
practice restarts with a ball from the goalkeeper, who 
once again passes out to a red centre back. The blue 
front three must ensure that they direct play into the 
midfield box by preventing options for the opposition 
centre back to play out wide to a red full back. Once 
the ball goes into the midfield box, the reds must pass 
the ball again in a 3v3 situation and the blues press to 
win possession, as shown [1c].

If the red team succeed in making four consecutive 
passes, then they must try to pass the ball out wide 
to one of their two advanced full backs who are 

positioned in a box each on the wing. Once the red full 
back receives the ball, the aim is to finish by passing 
the ball into a small target goal that is positioned at 
the end of the practice area, as shown [1d]. 

To progress the practice, once the blues have won 
the ball back in the midfield box, they should still 
pass forwards into the front three, but now we allow 
one blue midfield player to break out of the midfield 
box to join the attack as quickly as possible, creating a 
4v2 counter-attack. 

To progress the practice further, we allow both 
red full backs to make recovery runs to help defend 
the counter-attack alongside the two centre backs, 
making it a 4v4 situation, as shown [1e].

“The blue front 
three must 

ensure that they 
press to direct 
play into the 
midfield box 

by preventing 
passing options 
to the red full 

backs”

As soon as a blue 
attacker receives 
the forward pass 
from the midfield 
box, it becomes a 
3v2 situation and 
the blues must try 
to score a goal 

If a goal is 
scored, or if the 
ball goes out of 
play, the practice 
restarts with a 
pass from the 
keeper to a red 
centre back

The blue front 
three must press 
to direct play into 
the midfield box 
by preventing 
options for the 
reds to pass to 
one of the full 
backs

Once the ball goes 
into the midfield 
box, the blues must 
press aggressively 
as a team and try 
to win possession
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[1d]

[1e]

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
This activity allows the counter-attacking team 
to channel opponents into an area where the 
team is prepared to win possession and break 
on defenders whose organisation is disrupted. It 
allows for coaching of ball-winning in midfield, 
making a quick first pass forward, supporting runs 
and clinical finishing.

We want to see players working as a team to 
channel the opposition into areas where there is an 

overload or where the pressing team is able to win 
the ball. This will allow players to press as a team 
and gain possession. Once in possession, the pace 
of the counter-attack and attacking runs are of 
paramount importance.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
A typical mistake players make is take up poor 
positioning in relation to the rest of the team. 
We can correct this by ensuring that players are 
all on the same page and understand what is 
required of them.
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If the red team make 
four consecutive 
passes in the midfield 
box, they can pass the 
ball out wide to one of 
their two advanced full 
backs The red full back 

must finish by 
passing the ball 
into one of the 
small target goals

To progress the practice, 
once the blues have won 
the ball back allow one 
blue midfielder to break 
out of the midfield box 
to create a 4v2 counter-
attack 

To progress the 
practice further allow 
both red full backs 
to make recovery 
runs to help defend 
the counter-attack, 
making it 4v4
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