Coaching Clinic – Bantam to Juvenile
A Coach’s Expectations

Every time I observe a game, I judge the level of performance based on my standards. I begin my assessment during the warm-up, trying to figure out who are the other team’s top players. I also want to find out the other team’s energy level.


During the game, I watch the top players on each team and judge their contributions to the game. Are their contributions mainly on the offensive end or are they all-round players? I watch the weakest players. Are they involved in the game or do they act as sentinels, standing straight and tall, but inactive? Do they have weaknesses that would enable the opposing team to score some easy points? Possibly their weakness would enable their defenders to slough off during a game to help teammates. 


On offense, I watch their team play. Is there player and ball movement? Are there quick, short, crisp passes that put pressure on the defense? Is the team in constant movement, thereby putting pressure on the defense? Do the players take high percentage shots or do they force shots when under pressure? How do the players react to defensive pressure? Do they make low percentage passes? Do the players rebound aggressively? 

On defense, are the players playing on the edge – overplaying the dominant hand of the ball handler, denying the pass to primary receivers, sloughing off secondary receivers and playing help defense? Are the defenders anticipating and intercepting passes? Does the team have a ball hawk or two who have a knack of stealing the ball? Do some of the defenders overplay so much that they leave the back door open? After making a steal or grabbing a rebound, does the team make a quick transition to a fast break? Do the teams have well oiled out of bounds plays?

Some of my time during the game is focused on the coaches. What is their rapport with their players? How are they reacting to their team’s performance? How are they interacting with their players during the warm-up, during play, during time outs or at half time? Does the coach impact the actual play by changing defenses or making suggestions to his players? Does he change the intensity of the game by changing defenses: a press, man-to-man or varying zone defenses?
 
Based on everything I observe during a game, I come up with a game plan re: how might I help the coaches, especially the coaches who do not have extensive experience in the sport.

Beginning Practices and Games – 

The Warm-Up

The warm-up is a very important part of practices and games in that it prepares players physically and mentally. How extensive the warm-up is depends upon how much time is available? I would suggest seven to ten minutes for the warm-up. If this time is used efficiently, the players can perform several high tempo drills.

1.
Four Corner Passing Drill


I like to begin with a quick passing drill that involves a lot of ball and player movement. The drill I like is the four corner passing drill.
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The ball is in lines 2 & 4. The players pass the ball horizontally to players in line 1 & 3 respectively. After passing they cut diagonally and look to their right for a pass. Upon receiving the pass, the cutting passes the ball to the player directly ahead of him. For example, the cutting player receiving a pass from line 1 would pass it to the next player in line 4. The cutting player receiving the pass from line 3 would pass to the next player in line 2.
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After making a pass, the player in lines 1 & 3 would cut and receive passes from their right. They would then pass the ball directly ahead to the next player in lines 1 and 3.

Notice that the players in lines 1 and 3 and the players in lines 2 and 4 are exchanging places along the diagonals. The route of the balls is different in that it rotates to all four corners of the rectangle.

I like this drill for several reasons. First, it involves player movement and passing – exactly what a coach expects in the game. Second, it requires that the players are focused and make good passes. Otherwise, the drill bogs down. Third, it provides a good run for the players. Within two minutes, the players have made thirty of forty passes and have begun to sweat. Not many half court passing drills make as many demands nor prepare the players’ intensity as well as this drill does.

2.
Two Ball –Three Line Lay-up Drill


In this drill the player on the right cuts for a pass for a lay-up. After he lays up the ball, he joins the rebounding line on the left. The player in the rebounding line runs in, sets up properly and rebounds the ball. He then joins the passing line. The passer on the baseline joins the lay-up line.
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Lay-up drills that lack intensity are a waste of time. It’s important that the coach helps the players with their timing. As soon as a player is doing his lay-up, the next player in the lay-up line should be in motion. The player in the rebounding line should be timing his entrance so that he can rebound and vacate the court efficiently. 



It is important for coaches to keep an eye on the lay-up and rebounding lines. Players tend to creep closer to the basket and then proceed at half speed.  It is also important to make sure the players in the lay-up line are faking away and then cutting towards the basket.



If done efficiently, this two ball - three line lay-up drill makes demands on the players in all three lines to concentrate on their responsibilities.

3.
Four Line Horseshoe Shooting Drill



The drill is set up with four lines on the baseline. The outer two lines will be working together and the inner two lines will be a team. Notice how each group in the diagram on the top of the next page is working with two balls. 



The first player on the outside lines cuts to the foul line or top of the key and receives a pass from his teammate. He then shoots and rebounds his own shot. Once he has rebounded the ball, he moves to the other line. 



The player who has passed him the ball will then cut for a pass above the foul line from the player on the opposite side. These players are acting as a unit, passing, cutting, shooting and rebounding.



The inner group is doing same thing, but they are taking shots close to the basket, usually using the backboard.
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I like this drill because it allows players to take a lot of shots within a short period of time. When I first saw this drill, only two lines were active. I was not impressed; consequently, I modified it to involve four lines. At first players may be confused but they should catch on quickly.


Every coach has his favourite warm-up drills. Like them, I prefer certain drills because they cover various aspects of the offensive game and they create a high level of intensity. As a coach, it’s easy to involve the players in the defensive game during a game just by asking them to press during the first few minutes. However, it’s much more difficult to have the players play an up-tempo game on offense if they are sluggish during the warm-up.

Improving Team Play

Fans who have very little knowledge of basketball fixate on the basketball. Knowledgeable basketball people focus more on what’s happening away from the ball. They are interested in what athletes are doing who don’t have the ball. That’s what dictates whether a team is or isn’t successful. A coach’s challenge is to teach his players what to do when they don’t have the ball and motivate them to take initiative and become involved in the play.
1.
Get in the Open

When I was observing a bantam boys house league game in December, I watched one baseline player. What interested me was that the player was frustrated because his teammates were not passing him the ball. He believed that he was open for passes when it was obvious that he was covered by his opponent. It made me think about the concept of “being open” on a court and how a player gets into an open position.

First, it is important that a player understands what open means. If a player is standing still and his defender is within three feet, the player is not considered open because the defender can easily cut in front of the offensive player within a second or two and steal the ball. If a player is standing still, being open for a pass means he must be five feet away from his opponent or he must have his body between his opponent and the receiving point of the ball.


Second, a player without the ball must understand that his chances of receiving a pass are increased dramatically if he is cutting to or away from the basket. The ball handler reacts with his peripheral vision to his teammates’ movement. As a player, 95% of the passes I made were to players in motion. Thus, it makes sense to teach players to be active and aggressively move into positions so they can be open and receive a pass. However, they must learn to do this within a fairly restricted area.

Third, players must use recognize the importance of using v-cuts on offense. By faking in the opposite direction and then cutting back (V-cut), an offensive player is able to get into the open for a pass. This move should be part of the player’s arsenal. Why are players not using it? I would suggest that it is not being emphasized enough by coaches. At the upper level, the V-cut involves taking one step in the opposite direction. That’s enough to force the defender to react. At the lower levels, I would suggest that two or three steps be taken and then cut back to receive the ball. A more emphatic fake at the lower levels is needed because the defenders will tend not to react to subtle body movements.

Fourth, teach players to cut quickly.  It’s interesting that players usually drive by a player as quickly as they can. However, when they are cutting into the open for a pass, they tend to move at a much slower speed. Players should be able to move much quicker without a ball than with it. Watch your players and urge them to speed up their movements. Then they will have their defenders at a disadvantage.

2.
Assume a triple threat position after receiving a pass.

Most of the time players are not facing the basket when they receive passes. They must be taught to pivot and face the basket ever time they receive a pass. Then they are in a triple threat position: a position in which they can pass, drive, or shoot. One aspect that is usually not highlighted with respect to the triple threat position is that the player has to keep his head up and focus on the court. Usually teammates will cut immediately after a player has received a pass. Too often the player receiving the pass either (1) dribbles the ball immediately or (2) he focuses too much on his defender. This form of tunnel vision really hinders team play.

3.
Dribbling in the offensive zone should be a third option.

At the house league level, dribbling is the first option for most of the players. In order to make a successful drive, the offensive player focuses his attention on his defender. Consequently, the odds that he will make a pass to an open teammate diminish tremendously. Only after he has completed his dribble and is unable to shoot will the player look for an open teammate. Now, unfortunately, his defender can easily exert maximum pressure on the ball handler. Repeatedly, this scenario plays itself out during a game.

Players should be taught that they should not try to drive on well positioned defenders. They should focus on their teammates and try to pass to the first open player. 

4.
Motivate players to give up the ball.

Teach your players to be unselfish. Have them look for passing opportunities that enable teammates to score. Highlight how important playmakers are in basketball. Usually if a player is unselfish and gives up the ball to an open teammate, his teammates will reciprocate and pass the ball to him when he is in the open. I’ve played a few times with selfish ballplayers. It was not enjoyable, even when that player scored in double digits. Unfortunately, he would not pass even when double or triple teamed. In the end, it affected our overall team play in a negative manner.


Some players handle the ball much more than others. It’s important for the coach to instill in these players a sense of unselfishness. Once a coach has these players on his side, making passes to open players, it becomes contagious and other teammates react in the same positive manner.


Players don’t have to be highly skilled to become good passers. What they must be is perceptive. They have to be able to see a player becoming open and making the pass ahead of time.  A good passer usually takes pride in assisting his teammates. 


Unselfishly giving up the ball has another incredible impact on a team. When passers have the ball, other teammates seem more willing to make cuts into the open. They have confidence that the ball handler will find a way to get the ball to them. Consequently, there is a flow to the game.


The most difficult team to defend is a team that is willing to work on offense, working hard to get into the open and making several passes before attempting a shot. That type of offense puts so much pressure on the defense because none of the defenders can relax because they are constantly chasing their offensive men.

5.
Use the pass & cut play.

The pass and cut play is the backbone of offensive basketball. Sadly, I observed very little use of this staple play. That’s a shame because the player cutting after he makes a pass puts pressure not only on his defender but on the defender covering the ball handler. It also opens up space and creates other options.

6.
Teach players to recognize the back door option. 


Basketball is all about perception. Often defenders will deny a pass to a player. However, in order to deny a pass, the defender has to overplay. For example, a defender denying the wing would play a foot or two higher up in the court. As a result, he would leave an open lane towards the baseline. Players who are ball-focused will struggle to get into the open but have little chance. They must be taught to recognize the back door opening and an easy chance for a lay-up.

In my observations I have seldom seen players take advantage of the back door opportunities. In every game, at least ten to fifteen opportunities exist. Maybe once or twice a player takes advantage of the opening. Usually I make a silent cheer when that occurs.

Once the player learns to take advantage of his back door opportunities, he will find that his defender will play him honestly. It will make it much easier to use V-cuts to get into the open for a pass.

7.
Teach players about passing angles.

Players usually pass the ball more frequently from an angle of 45o to 66o. That’s because it is easier to pass it to the side of the defender rather than directly through him. Here is a diagram that explains this concept?
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What does that mean with respect to players cutting for a pass? Player X on the left side has the ball. He is guarded by player O. X’s easiest passes are in the 45o to 66o passing angle. Player X can pass the ball to X1 or X2 without it being intercepted by his defender. However, player X could pass it to X3, but it would be a more difficult pass. If X3 cut under the basket, player X would have a very difficult pass to make. From this diagram, it is obvious where players should cut to receive a high percentage pass. Far too often, players are in the open but they have placed themselves in a low percentage passing lane and they complain that they don’t receive passes. Coaches must teach players this concept.
8. “Rushing the Shot” or “Changing the Shot” Syndrome



These two types of shooters are a defender’s dream. The first player tends to “rush the shot” if there is any type of pressure. Players have to realize that they should be taking high percentage shots. Once they are in that situation, they don’t have to rush the shot. Players who tend to rush the shot put pressure on themselves. They are worried about being blocked. In any game, only four or five shots are blocked. By rushing the shot, the shooter is lowering his chances of scoring a basket. It is important that he follows his normal shooting routine.



Many players change their shot whenever pressure is exerted by the defensive player. The shooter is too concerned with the defender. What he doesn’t realize is that only one out of twenty shots will be successful block without the defender committing a foul. However, if the shooter changes his shots, he is no longer shooting a high percentage shot. Coaches must teach their players to focus on the target when shooting and to use their normal shooting mechanics.

9.
Don’t camp in the key.

Often players develop the bad habit of cutting for a pass and then staying in the key, waiting for the player to hit them with a pass. It is important to teach players that after they cut for a pass, they must clear the key. Otherwise, it becomes clogged up and offensive opportunities disappear.
10.
Teach offensive players that they are in control.

Most offensive players don’t realize how much they control the game, especially against a man-to-man defense. Teach the players to force their defender to cover them. To do that, teach them to be active. They should look for opportunities to participate in the play – move into position for a pass, cut to the basket, take advantage of a back door play or move into position for a rebound. An offensive player’s passiveness lets the defender off the hook and allows the defender to help his teammates.

11.
Calling for the ball is wrong.


I was taught that I should only call for the ball if the passing lane was so large that a dump truck could navigates its way through. In other words, there was zero percent chance that the ball could be intercepted. Once players develop the bad habit of calling for the ball, the ball handler is put at a disadvantage because too often two players are vying vocally for his attention.
12.
Teach players to recognize when they have opponents beaten on the dribble.


Earlier today I was watching a bantam girls’ basketball game. Frequently, I would watch a guard bringing the ball up the floor, and although she was poorly defended, she would stop her dribble and then be forced to make an awkward pass. I realized that this young player didn’t recognize her advantage and therefore her play suffered. It is important to give offensive players opportunities in practice to force the play. In time they will learn when they have the advantage and can drive past their opponent, or recognize that a crossover dribble is needed to wrong foot their opponent.

13.
Drive all the way to the basket.

Players driving to the basket must be more aggressive in their actions. Once a player has decided to drive past an opponent, he should be focused on completing his lay-up. Far too often players slow down and allow the defender to regain his balance. Instead the dribbler should be more aggressive and force the defender to block the shot. A very difficult skill in basketball is to stop a dribbler once he has a slight edge. The most difficult skill is to block a lay-up. Ninety percent of the time, the defender ends up fouling the player driving to the basket. With those kinds of odds, players must learn to drive hard to the basket and take a high percentage lay-up.

14.
When ball is low, top players cut through the key?


Whenever a ball is in the hands of a player on the wing or on the baseline, the point guard or diagonally opposite wing must cut through the key for a pass. Too often players stand watching the player with the ball. Possibly they are wondering what he is going to do. Unfortunately, their lack of action forces the ballhandler either to drive or shoot. Players without the ball must be taught that they must cut through the key to receive a pass. This puts tremendous pressure on the players guarding them and it provides an important option for the ballhandler.

Defense
1.
Teach players how to move on the court.

It is important to teach players how to move laterally, using a basketball shuffle. It is the most efficient way to move in a defensive manner. 

1.
Teach players to adopt a drop step position when guarding a player. For example, if the player has the ball in his right hand, the defenders right foot should be dropped back a foot or so. This prevents the offensive player from easily driving past him. Also, by shuffling laterally, the defender will force the dribbler to adopt an arc pattern in his drive. In this way, the defender has the advantage. 

2.
Teach the players to bend their knees and keep their head lower than the dribbler. By being lower, the defender will react quicker to the offensive players’ moves.

3.
Teach the players to maintain their balance and defensive position. 

A defensive player, guarding an offensive player with the ball, should maintain a strong defensive position. This type of player is hard to beat. Too often defenders want to steal the ball. They try to force the issue and find themselves off balance and out of position. 
4.
Teach defensive positioning.

1.
Teach the concept of basket – defender – man.
2.
Teach the concept of ball – defender – man.

At all times defensive players have to maintain a defensive position in relation to the basket and the ball. Players have to be taught how to position themselves effectively. During scrimmages, blow the whistle and have the players stop. Check their defensive positioning.

Rebounding
Teach the players that they have a responsibility to maintain position between their offensive player and the basket. This is especially important once a shot is taken. Quickly they must move towards the basket, but most important they must box out their opponent. The key to effective rebounding is anticipation. Poor rebounders react slowly to shot. Usually they move into position as the offensive player is releasing the ball. The gifted rebounder is moving into position as the shooter is going up for his shot. He realizes that players are taught not to pass off a jump shot. That one second head start enables the gifted rebounder to always be in an advantaged position.
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