
A Lesson Learned from a Great Coach


At halftime, with one team ahead by two points, I watched Alex Consalvo make suggestions to his team. He worked on two things. One, he explained to his players how to overplay the dribbler’s strong side, effectively taking away the player’s dribble. Not only did Alex explain what to do, he modeled body position and proper footwork. Then he spent a few minutes explaining and modeling post play to three of his forwards. He had the three players do exactly what he had modeled. Just these two suggestions had a tremendous impact on the game. 


What did I learn from watching Alex? Alex kept his halftime comments simple, focusing his players on two changes – one on offense and one on defense. On defense, he wanted his players to take away their opponents’ dominant dribbling hand by overplaying that side. What he asked was clear and doable. On offense, he wanted his dominant 

forwards to set up in the post and receive passes. He wanted them to be more involved in the game.


How might you use this approach? Each team only has a one hour practice each week. During that practice it is important to focus one aspect on offense and on one aspect on defense that you want to incorporate into your team play. No doubt, Alex will be reinforcing the points he made during halftime in practice this week. It is impossible for a coach to accomplish more than that. When Steve Brayne and I coached in high school, we introduced one aspect each week, which consisted of three or four practices. Simply telling the players what to do and running through some drills does not ingrain the new skills. For a skill to become automatic, repetition in practice followed by game success is necessary before the players become confident and a skill becomes part of their repertoire.
The Perimeter Dribbling Offense

In most of the games I observed, the girls automatically put the ball to the floor and dribbled around the perimeter of the court. Better coaches like Alex will quickly instruct their players to overplay a player’s dominant side, thereby controlling the dribbler. He will also have the rest of his defenders slough off and clog up the key. In effect, he is teaching his players to use zone principles while playing man-to-man defense.

How does a coach counteract this strategy? Let’s examine the diagram below. First, the offensive team is organized in a one-two-two set. The middle of the key is open. In the games I observed, the offensive teams were not spread out enough. The key was clogged, and the offensive players were forced to dribble on the perimeter. This made the defense’s task much easier.

X1 cannot dribble with her dominant hand to the right because defender O is overplaying the right hand. To take away something, the defender O must give X1 a direct route to the basket. X1 cannot take advantage by dribbling left, but she can pass to X3 and then cut for a return pass. She can take advantage of her speed without the ball to beat her defender. 
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X1’s cutting through the key now puts added pressure on the defensive team. The simple pass and cut play, a basketball staple, changes the dynamics of the game. X3 could pass the ball to X1 or look for X2 who may cut to the top of the key. In this example, X2 has decided to set a pick on X4. Usually offensive players who are away from the ball will set picks to free a teammate. In this case, X4 cuts off the pick and moves to the foul line for a pass. 

Coaches ask how they can implement an offense against a man-to-man defense. Here are my suggestions.

1. Integrate the pass and cut for a return pass into your offense. This can be done from any position on the floor. Players should not be frustrated if they do not receive a return pass. Cutting for the pass has put pressure on the defense and opens up other options.
2. Teach players how to set picks for each other. That gives players who are away from the ball something concrete to do. They can set a pick and free up a teammate. At the same time, they are occupying the defender, who cannot simply slough off and clog the key.

3. Teach players how to drive by an opponent. To simply tell a player to drive by an opponent usually ends up with the player taking an arc approach to the basket. It is important that players practice driving in a straight line to the basket. To achieve this, the player must fake her defender and then place her first long step beside the defender’s foot. This limits the defender’s lateral movement and allows the dribbler to drive in a straight line to the basket.

Keep in mind that you will not be able to introduce all of this in one practice. It will take a while to integrate these components into the offense. However, simple introducing them will be an upgrade from the “dribble around the periphery” approach.

Some Suggestions on Defense

It is important to teach your players how to overplay a dribbler and take away her dominant hand. Most players don’t dribble well with their non-dominant hand, and if they dribble that way, the defender should not over-react. This would only allow the dribbler to change direction and gain the advantage.


At least thirty percent of the points in a game result from the transition game. In the games I watched, the defense gained possession of the ball two thirds of the time. Sometimes the defensive team scored because the player stealing the ball dribbled quickly down the court for a lay-up. What I did not see was much teamwork. That’s understandable at this point in the season. However, coaches should address the transition game within the first few weeks. When a player steals a ball, she should look up court to pass the ball quickly to a teammate. Players away from the ball must be taught to react quickly to a turnover and sprint ahead for a pass. 

Teams should take advantage of fast breaks. They represent a way of scoring easy baskets. In practice, teach players to be aggressive on defense and make a quick transition to offense once a ball is turned over. 

It is also important to include a 3 on 2, 2 on 1 drill as part of each practice. Explain clearly how to run a controlled fast break, modeling each player’s responsibility.
A  Comment

It’s easy for me to make suggestions based on what I have observed. It is much harder to integrate these suggestions. The players are not going to change their game immediately. Quite often they resort back to what feels comfortable for them. Keep focusing on what you want the players to do. Once they experience some success, they will gradually incorporate the pass and cut or setting picks into their games.


I’ve enjoyed watching the games. It is evident that the players are having lots of fun. Also, it is clear that the coaches are having a positive impact on their teams.

Warm-Up

The purpose of a warm-up is to prepare the players to start the game at a fairly high pace. When Steve Brayne and I coached intercity basketball, we found that our players started slowly. We decided to begin the warm-up with a four corner passing drill that included up-tempo running. When we moved into lay-ups, the team maintained the pace – passing, dribbling and rebounding crisply. We finished the warm-up with a shooting drill. In order to create the pace, either Steve or I would be with the players, urging them to speed it up. Normally, that would be expected of the captains or team leaders, however, it is important that the coach assumes that role if players don’t.

Lay-ups

In the warm-up, it was evident that some of the players still do not have the proper mechanics for the lay-up. It is important for the coach to work with these players individually. The frustration these players exhibited was clearly expressed on their faces and by their body language.


In the game I noticed that players tended to begin their lay-ups too soon and thus were forced to take the shot two meters from the basket. It is important that they learn to take an extra dribble or two and drive closer to the basket, taking the shot within a meter from the basket. Players must learn to be more aggressive and challenge their defenders, forcing their defenders to foul them at times when they drive in for the lay-up.

Defense

At the beginning of the game, both teams were playing a passive defense. Before halftime I went to check out the novice players for fifteen minutes and then returned with twenty minutes left in the bantam game. I was impressed that the pace of the game had improved tremendously and that players were double-teaming and stealing the ball. The game was exciting and competitive. The coaches clearly had an impact with their halftime talks. I’m sure that both coaches would have liked to see their players expend that kind of effort at the beginning of the game. The effort I saw at the end of the game bodes well for the development of both teams. Whatever pep talks the coaches gave the players at halftime, they should bottle it and use it at the beginning of games. 

Out of Bounds Plays

Some time in practice must be used to teach and practice simple out of bounds plays. In most games I don’t see much teamwork during out of bounds plays. Here are some suggestions.
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Notice that in each situation, at least one player is cutting to the basket, and if she receives the ball in the open, she will have an easy lay-up. Another player always cuts back towards center court. This player should be open as a last resort. 


The out of bounds passer should always be designated. This player has to be a good passer, but she also must recognize players who have a step on their defender and are becoming open.


It is important to spend a few minutes on out of bounds plays in practice. The same kind of out of bounds play can be used when putting the ball into play from the backcourt.

Back Door Play

Defenders are aggressively overplaying their offensive opponents and taking away direct passes, but the offensive players are not recognizing this situation. Coaches must teach players to recognize when a player is overplaying them and cut backdoor for a pass and easy lay-up. 
Reflections of Bantam Girls’ Basketball





	During the past two weeks I watched several bantam girls’ basketball house league games and have attended two practices. Based on my observations, I’d like to provide some insights and some suggestions. At the beginning of each house league game, I assessed both teams in terms of talent during the first eight minutes of play and predicted which team would probably win. I was right only fifty percent of the time. It puzzled me why the more talented team did not win two of the games. Then the answer surfaced. One of the most important tasks the coach must assume is matching players so that each group of players substituted into the game is competitive. Mismatching lines can really hurt a team as the opposition can run up a score in a four minute span. In one game the girl playing defense against the other team’s point guard was in constant trouble; the point guard easily dribbled past the defender and created easy scoring or passing opportunities almost every time down the floor. It is important that coaches recognize this mismatch and switch defenders. On another occasion one team had a fairly tall, physically strong forward who easily grabbed one rebound after another. On the bench the coach had a bigger player who could have provided stronger opposition against the other team’s forward. It is important that the coach make some line switches to match strength against strength. One of the most important aspects of scrimmage during practice is to find out which players play well together and to put out two lines that can both score and play good defense. Each team will have weaker players and stronger players; it is important to match these players against the other team’s players – weak against weak and strong against strong.   Bill Holt, 2008.








The players line up in a straight line. Each player has a specific assignment. The player with the ball initiates the play by calling out “Go” or slapping the ball.





The players are lined up in a box formation. The players are setting picks for each other. In this case they are setting vertical picks. They could also set horizontal picks.








