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At every level of basketball, the coach should focus on involving every youngster on his team and making sure they are having fun. The coach is also responsible for developing his players’ basketball skills. He must decide how much time in practice will be devoted to specific skills and what knowledge should be imparted to the players. The table below indicates the skills I deem important. 
	Skills to Emphasize 
	Skills to 

De-emphasize 

	· Dribbling
	· Defense

	· Passing & Catching
	· Rebounding

	· Pivoting
	

	· Moving without the Ball
	

	· Shooting & Lay-ups
	



Note in the table that the skills that are emphasized are offensive skills and those de-emphasized are defensive skills. This is done on purpose. It is important that the youngsters enjoy the game of basketball. Every player wants to score a basket, and much of the game’s enjoyment comes from achieving this feat. Teaching aggressive defense does lead to more success on the scoreboard but simultaneously stifles the development of offensive skills. In the midst of increased defensive pressure, some offensive players might push themselves harder and improve but more of the players would become frustrated and lose interest in the game. I shall address defense later in the manual.
Running a Practice

One hour is not a lot of practice time, consequently, the time must be used efficiently. Usually a practice is divided into three segments: warm-up drills, instruction of skills and scrimmage. The practices for the first two weeks will mainly focus on the development of skills, about forty minutes, while the remaining twenty minutes should be set aside for scrimmaging. Even in the first practice, the youngsters should be scrimmaging. At every level basketball players view the scrimmage as the enjoyable part of the practice. From a coach’s point of view, scrimmaging provides an opportunity to encourage the integration of certain skills and to assess the team’s and players’ needs that should be addressed in future practices.
Warm-up Segment of a Practice

After a few practices in which several drills have been introduced and the players have become comfortable running them, the coach can introduce the warm-up segment of the practice. I’ve always viewed the warm-up segment as a way to start the practice efficiently and setting the tone of the practice.

It is very easy to waste the first ten minutes of practice. That’s fine if the team has a two hour practice, but ten minutes of a sixty minute practice is a lot of time. As soon as the court is available, begin the first drill. When a coach teaches a drill, he should always give it a name. This helps with communication. Simply saying, “Let’s go! Begin the lay-up drill or begin the horseshoe shooting drill” enables the entire team to be on the same track. Immediately, they know how to set up the drill and how to run it. They can assume responsibility for running the drill. In this way, the players are becoming a team!

The coach sets the tone of the practice by starting the practice on time. Any stragglers can join the practice when they arrive. The coach oversees the warm-up drill as the players take responsibility for running it. Constantly, he is encouraging the players, focusing on the skills he deems important. One coaching aspect, which is overlooked by inexperienced coaches, is that the coach sets the tempo for the practice. It is important to encourage the players to practice at a quick tempo. They should learn how to play basketball at 70% of their top speed. They should also learn to move efficiently from one drill to another, for example, from a lay-up drill to a passing drill.

The coach should only stop warm-up drills for instructional purposes if several team members are making glaring errors. For minor errors the coach should speak quietly to specific players, emphasizing the change that should be made. The key to warm-up drills is that they should be done efficiently at a good tempo; don’t allow the players to approach this segment in a lackadaisical manner as it will negatively affect the rest of the practice. Also, the attitude fostered in practice will transfer to the actual games.
Using Two Coaches Effectively


Usually a team has a head coach and an assistant coach, with the former having more experience. Does the head coach run the practice with the assistant coach simply adding instructional comments from time to time? Do the head coach and the assistant coach share responsibilities for running the practice? The coaches must discuss this prior to the season, making sure that each individual is comfortable with his role. The best scenario would be to have both coaches share responsibility and assume a lead role in certain phases. For example, one coach could take the lead role during the warm-up phase. Both coaches could play equal roles in the instructional phase as the team is divided into two groups learning different skills. Halfway through the instructional phase the groups would switch skills and coaches. In the scrimmage the coach who had a secondary role in the warm-up might take the lead. By organizing the practice in this manner, the players learn to listen to both coaches equally. They have learned from their coaches’ approach to the practice that both coaches have important information to impart.
Instructional Phase of the Practice

The instructional phase of the practice, which lasts about twenty minutes, is probably the most important segment. The pace of the practice slows as the coaches use the time to explain and demonstrate basketball skills or basketball concepts. As the players practice the skills, the coaches can comment on the players’ mechanics, making suggestions as to how they might improve.


Coaches handle the instructional phase in different ways. The head coach might prefer to be the head instructor while his assistant coach provides extra help. This arrangement would be most effective if the assistant coach had limited coaching experience. The head coach could teach the entire group a new skill, and as the group is running through a drill, both coaches could help the players on an individual basis. In this manner an inexperienced coach would quickly learn from the head coach. If both coaches are experienced, they might divide the team into two groups and work on two different skills. Then they would switch groups midway through the instructional phase.

The instructional phase is very important in that the proper mechanics of basketball are taught to the players. It is important that coaches correct any minor mechanical flaws as the players can very quickly develop bad habits. For example, one intercity player I coached had only played house league basketball for two years. He was quite a gifted athlete but was having trouble with his shooting. He was inconsistent, his ball constantly off center. Initially, I worked on his squaring up to the basket and went over the mechanics of the shot. I was puzzled because neither of these corrections had any positive effect on his shooting. Then I positioned myself behind him and watched him shoot several baskets. I focused on every aspect of the shot, beginning with his foot position and squaring up to the basket and ending with his release of the ball. I found the error after watching him for five minutes. He had picked up the bad habit of flicking his fingers to the right as he released the ball. Once I detected the flaw, it was easy to correct, and the player became a more consistent shooter. I’ve recounted this story to emphasize that the coach has to be highly observant and correct minor flaws in the players’ performance. The saying “Practice makes perfect” is flawed. “Perfect practice makes perfect”. Practicing a skill incorrectly only ingrains it more deeply and makes it much more difficult to correct. Bill Sharman, a legendary scorer in the NBA, states “It takes five times longer to correct a bad habit that to initially teach proper technique. 

How many skills should be highlighted during a practice or over several practices? I believe that one skill should be emphasized each practice while a second skill which has been introduced earlier should be part of the instructional phase. For example, the coach might want to teach the players how to do a power lay-up. The power lay-up would be the central skill taught in the instructional phase, however, in subsequent practices this skill would be included in a drill during the instructional phase. It might take several practices before the skill is properly ingrained in each youngster. Coaches must keep in mind that repetition is a key component in the youngsters’ acquisition of skills. Don’t expect the players to learn skills because they have been introduced once or twice in the instructional phase. Coaches must be patient with their players and keep working on a skill during the instructional phase until it is learned. Some players may learn the skill in one session while others, especially the younger players, may need several instructional sessions. Sometimes, a youngster needs one on one instruction to learn the mechanics of a power lay-up. Having two coaches enables the coaches to spend quality one on one time to upgrade a youngster’s knowledge and performance. At the end of the year, the coaches should be able to itemize the skills that their players have acquired or improved. It’s nice to be able to say that every player on the team can make an effective overhead pass or perform a lay-up.  However, the coaches must make certain skills a priority in order to achieve that goal.

Far too often as coaches, we tend to do most of the speaking and seldom pose questions to the players or ask them for comments. One of the coaching techniques used by Butch Staples, an exceptional basketball coach at McGill University in the 1970s and 1980s, was to ask the players what they were taught in the previous practice. I would suggest that coaches use this technique as part of their instructional approach.
Scrimmaging Phase of the Practice

The practice began in an efficient, up-tempo manner, and then it slowed down during the instructional phase. Now it is important to finish on a high note. Coaches should make sure that the last twenty minutes are set aside for scrimmaging. The youngsters came to play basketball, and the scrimmage segment represents fun. Don’t cut back on this aspect.


The coaches should focus on calling the infractions, encouraging the players and observing [image: image33.png]


the players’ performance.  It is crucial that the coaches referee the scrimmage. Allowing traveling, double dribble or out of bounds infractions to be overlooked is sending the wrong message to the players. It is important for the coaches to set higher rule standards in scrimmages than are expected during games. The coaches should encourage the players, congratulating them when they make a good play or implement a skill that has been taught during the instructional phase. Whatever the coaches encourage signals to the players what is meaningful to the coaches. Observing the players during the scrimmage is especially important as the coaches are deciding on the team’s and individual’s needs based on their performance.

Try to save a few minutes at the end of the practice to chat with the players. The coaches should comment on the practice and highlight two or three things that were learned. 
A Quick Comment on the Overall Practice

The practice is very structured, beginning with an up-tempo warm-up, followed by an instructional phase that highlights one skill and reinforces a previously taught skill, and ending with a scrimmage. At this point neophyte coaches are still wondering what they should be teaching in the practices. That’s what will be covered next. Together, we shall go over the basic skills and accompanying drills. Also, we shall look at the rules that must be taught to our players and enforced during scrimmages. Finally, several practices will be outlined.
Basic Skills and Drills

In this section the basic skills will be written in point form for easy access. I shall explain the skills as if I were addressing a player.

The drills will be simple, however they will embody several skills simultaneously. For example, a simple lay-up drill should not only focus on the mechanics of the lay-up, it should include dribbling with the non-dominant hand, cutting to the open for a pass, making an effective chest pass or bounce pass, faking and cutting to the basket, and eluding a defender near the basket. I shall go into more depth when I explain the drills.
   Dribbling the Basketball

· Control the ball by spreading your fingers comfortably and contacting the ball with your fingers. The palm of your hand should not come in contact with the ball except when you are changing direction. 

· Keep your head up. Learn to dribble without looking at the ball. You should always be aware of your opponent’s moves in order to counter them effectively. Also, you should be aware of your teammates’ moves; the team’s offense depends on your awareness.
· During a control dribble make sure you dribble the ball to the side and slightly in front of the body. In this way you can shield the ball with your body if an opponent tries to steal it.

· Learn to dribble effectively with both hands. Only then will you be able to force your opponents to play you fairly.

· Try to dribble the ball around waist level. If the ball is dribbled too high, there is a tendency to make contact below the ball and carry it (a rule infraction).
· Practice dribbling at different speeds. When closely guarded, you will use a control dribble and move at 70% of your top speed. The ball will be dribbled on your side. For a  speed dribble, when you are in the open, the ball is dribbled more in front of the body and pushed ahead of the body. Also, it is important for you to learn the change of pace dribble.
· Develop your cross-over dribble. The hand will be on the side of the ball and it will push the ball to the opposite side in front of the body. This is the only time that the palm of the hand touches the ball. It is important that you practice the cross-over dribble as it gives you an advantage over your opponent.

· Learn to fake and drive effectively to the basket. Take a short fake step as though you intend to drive past your defender. Then take a second longer step in the opposite direction past your opponent. Make sure you release the ball as you take the step or you will be called for traveling. 


It is important that a player be taught to drive in a straight line; he should not drive along a banana-shaped route which would allow his opponent time to recover.
· You can easily dribble by your opponent in these situations.
(a) If your opponent is within one meter.

(b) If your opponent is close and is moving towards you. It is difficult for him to move laterally and defend the dribble.
(c) If your opponent is leaning too much in one direction.

(d) If his feet are too wide apart.

(e) If his weight is on his heels.

In each of these cases the defensive player cannot react quickly enough to stop the dribbler from passing him.

· Only dribble under these conditions:

(a) to bring the ball up the court,

(b) to drive for a lay-up,

(c) to move into a position to create a better angle to make a pass.

Do not drop the ball to the floor immediately every time you receive the ball. It restricts your offense. It is harder to drive past an opponent if you have already started dribbling. This is because your first step off the dribble is not as quick or as long as your first step if you haven’t started dribbling.

Young players have a dribble first tendency. This really limits the offense to a one on one nature. It is more difficult to develop a passing offense when the player automatically begins dribbling.

Young players also tend to stop their dribble as they look for an open teammate. Consequently, the defender has the advantage as he can move within a meter and put pressure on his opponent.

· If the defender has his arm extended out to the side, dribble through it. It is the defender’s foul. Too often a dribbler takes a banana-route around a defender because he wants to avoid the defender’s outstretched arm. This gives the defender a tremendous edge. The dribbler must be taught to be aggressive and drive through any outstretched arms.
· If a player starts the bad habit of dribbling with his back to the defender, the coach should correct this error immediately. The player is focusing too much on protecting the basketball, however, with his back to the play he cannot see the court properly. In this weak offensive position, he has decreased his chances of making an effective pass and he has placed himself in a double-team situation.

· Learn to perform a reverse dribble. When the defender has stepped into your path and has taken away the crossover dribble, you must perform a back pivot and switch hands as you dribble. This is called a reverse dribble which enables you to leave the defender behind.


(a)
If you are dribbling to your right, plant your left foot and begin a back pivot.


(b)
Bounce the ball to your left hand as you start to turn your back.


(c)
Quickly rotate to your left. To help speed up the rotation, turn your head quickly left.


(d)
Continue to dribble the ball with your left hand as you drive toward the basket. Your opponent will now be out of position behind you.
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   Dribbling Rules

· Double Dribble: Once a player has stopped dribbling, he is not permitted to start dribbling again. It is called a double dribble. 
· Carrying the Ball: While dribbling, the player can touch the top or sides of the ball. He cannot have his hand under the ball and carry it. This usually happens when he dribbles the ball too high.
· Traveling: A player cannot move with the ball in his possession unless he is dribbling. Sometimes a player will fake with a jab step in one direction and then take a step with his pivot foot before dribbling the ball. This is called traveling. 
It is important to explain these rules to your players and make sure that they are enforced during practice.



Dribbling Drills
Dribbling With the Non-Dominant Hand: If each player has a basketball, it is important that he is dribbling with his non-dominant hand while he is waiting for his turn.
Line Drills: Form four or five lines with an equal number of players in each line along the baseline. Each player should have a basketball. If not, the player at the front of each line should have a basketball. The coach explains to the players what type of dribble skill he expects, for example, a speed dribble, cross-over dribble at different points, change of pace dribble, back up dribble or right versus left hand dribble.

The object of this drill is to have everyone dribbling with their non-dominant hand standing in line as four or five teammates perform specific dribbling tasks.

Human Poles: Each player has a ball and is spaced about four feet apart as shown in the diagram on the upper right side of this page. Each player performs a task set by the coach; for example, practicing a crossover dribble, dribbling with the non-dominant hand or doing some ball handling drills. 
Number eight begins to dribble around the human poles, each time making a crossover dribble and dribbling by the pole with his outside hand. When he reaches the end of the line, he takes his place as the next pole and performs the task set by the coach.
Number seven will count to five before he chases number eight. Continue this drill until everyone has had three chances to dribble.
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Relay: Create a relay route around the court, stipulating what dribbling task must be done at certain points. For example, a full speed dribble could be used in one segment, a change of pace dribble in another, and crossover dribbling in the third section. If every player has a ball, make sure they are dribbling with their non-dominant hand while waiting in line. Note that in this drill number one begins on one side and number four on the other side. If an entire court is not available, it is still possible to run this drill on a half court.
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Stealing the Ball Drill:
The team is dribbling basketballs in a confined area, for example, the three point area. The object of this drill is to deflect your teammates’ basketballs while protecting your own basketball. The emphasis in this drill is on how many basketballs you can deflect. Be aggressive and take chances. Once a player loses control of his ball, he retrieves it and continues with the drill. 
The drill is set up to emphasize dribbling while focusing on what is happening around the player. The dribbler is playing aggressively, not worrying about protecting his basketball because losing control of the ball does not count in this drill.
In and Out Drill: Players act as obstacles, while other players on the team perform crossover dribbles and drive around them with the ball in their outside hands. Once they reach the foul line and the last of the obstacles, the dribblers drive to the basket for a lay-up.
In this drill the coach can have the players in the middle dribbling their own basketballs or providing a token defense.
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     Passing Skills

Passing is one of the most important skills in the game. As coaches, we tend to overlook how often this skill is used. During a normal game, the basketball is passed an average of 200 times. A team that focuses on a pass oriented attack will pass about 300 times. Here is an explanation of the more common passes.
· Chest Pass: The chest pass is the most common pass you will throw in a game.
(a) Hold the ball in both hands chest-high and close to your body. Your thumbs should be behind the ball and your fingers spread around the sides of the ball. Do not touch the ball with your palms.
(b) When you are about to make the pass, take a step in the direction of the receiver. Moving in the direction of the pass gives it more power and speed.
(c) Make the pass by extending your arms. Your elbows and wrists will naturally rotate and end with your hands in a thumbs-downward, palms-out position.
(d) As the ball leaves your fingers and thumbs, it will begin to spin, causing the ball to travel in a straight line.

Make sure that the players are not overusing their dominant hand in the chest pass. This leads to bad passing habits.

· Bounce Pass:  The basic mechanics of the bounce pass are the same as those of the chest pass.

The main difference between the two passes is that the arms are extended towards a spot on the floor about three quarters the distance to the receiver. 
Coaches should make suggestions during practice as to when a bounce pass could be used effectively. Coaches also have to be wary of players overusing the bounce pass when they could use a more effective chest pass.

The bounce pass is not the wisest pass to make to a player on a fast break as sometimes it is difficult to catch a ball that is at thigh height.
· The Two-Handed Overhead Pass: The overhead pass is used as a pass into the post area and as an outlet pass. When you make this pass, always aim the ball a little over the head of the receiver. 

(a)
To make an overhead pass, hold the ball over and slightly back of the center of your head. 

(b)
Your fingers should be spread firmly around the ball, with the thumbs a couple of inches apart at the bottom of the ball. 

(c)
Take a step towards the receiver, snap your wrists and rotate both your arms and palms outward. Your hands should end with the fingers pointing upward.

While I was observing novice and mini basketball games, I noticed that the two handed overhead pass was the poorest thrown pass in the game. The players were too focused on the outstretched arms of the defender and therefore lobbed a pass to their teammates. Players must be shown that the overhead pass is a crisp pass 
that travels in a straight line. Often a fake in one direction will move the defender enough so that the pass can be made to a post player.

· The Baseball Pass:  This is a long-distance pass, usually thrown when a chest pass cannot be used. 

(a) To make the baseball pass, keep both hands on the ball as long as possible. This gives you better control.


(b)
Plant your back foot to provide stability and power.


(c)
Bring the ball back above the shoulder and near the ear on your throwing side.


(d)
Step toward the direction of the pass with the foot opposite to your throwing arm.


(e)
Make an overhead throw, snapping the wrist and fully extending the arm.

A bad habit that many players exhibit is that they pass to their teammate rather than pass to a spot ahead of their teammate. It is important to practice the baseball pass so that players learn how far to lead the receiver with the pass.

Another bad habit some players develop is that they use the baseball pass in the offensive zone. This pass should not be used in a half court offense as it is too powerful and lacks precision.      
   Passing Drills
Cut and Pass Drill:  This drill involves two players. The player on the bottom with the ball can only pass to his teammate after he has made a cut, as designated by the arrows. Then his teammate becomes the passer and he becomes the cutter.

Faking and Passing Drill: The passer must learn how to fake a pass in order to move the defender. He must also learn to fake a direction with his eyes. Faking is the most underused skill at the lower level. At the high levels of competitive basketball it is a necessity.
In this drill, the defender in the middle must try to intercept the pass. The offensive players are allowed to move one meter in either direction. The passer uses ball and eye fakes to move the defender. The defender is not allowed to look back at the receiver.
Pivot Catch – Pivot Pass Drill:  This drill emphasizes pivoting. The players are in a circle. Two balls are used. The player will pivot on his right foot to pass the ball to a teammate on his right. The receiver will make a back pivot on his right foot in order to face the passer and receive the pass. He will then make a front pivot on his right foot to make the next pass.

This drill emphasizes the proper pivoting technique. When passing to the right, the right foot should be used. When passing to the left, the left foot should be used as the pivot foot.
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Two Player Competitive Passing Circle Drill:
In this drill two players are back to back. They are making chest passes to the players in the circle. Both are passing in a clockwise direction, trying to catch up to the other player. The coach may change the direction by blowing a whistle. Players change on the fly, replacing the players in the middle.

This drill is good to work on the crispness and precision of the chest passes. The players are also working on their pivoting. The coach can include the bounce pass or the overhead pass in this drill.
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Triangle Passing Drill: This is a good drill because the players are cutting for the pass as they would in a game. As the player passes the ball, he follows his pass and joins the end of the line.

This drill could be altered by giving every player in the key a ball. When number five receives a pass, he dribbles to the end of the line in the key. With several balls in play, this drill could be run at a faster pace, 
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Machine Gun Passing:  At first, this drill is done with only one ball. The player with the ball passes the ball to each player in the line. The coach can indicate what pass to make. Time this drill and see how many passes a player can make within a one minute time period. As the players become more proficient in their passing, two balls can be used. 
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Chinese Passing Drill:  Two players are lined up on the baseline as shown in the diagram below. Their task is to move down the court by passing the ball to each other with chest passes or bounce passes. No dribbling is allowed. A defender is stationed in each of the three circles on the court. The defender tries to intercept the pass. At the end of the court one of the players takes a lay-up while the other player rebounds the ball.
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   Catching the Basketball

A player should move toward a ball passed to him. His arms should be outstrectched, with his hands pointed upward and his thumbs close to each other, if the ball is thrown above his waist. If the ball is thrown below his waist level, his fingers should be pointed downwards and his little fingers should be close together. It is important that the player keep his eye on the ball until it is in his hands.

As he catches the ball, he should bring the ball to a triple threat position from which he can dribble, pass or shoot. Also, he should pivot so that he is square to the basket before his defender puts pressure on him.

Footwork While Catching a Pass


A player is usually on the move as he catches a pass. How his feet hit the floor affects his next move. For example, a player can come to a jump stop. Having caught the ball in midair, both feet hit the floor simultaneously. The advantage of this stop is that the player can choose either foot as his pivot foot.


A player who receives a pass in the air is allowed to only take two steps. The foot that hits the ground first will be the player’s pivot foot. The second foot will stride ahead of the pivot foot to hit the floor. This two-count rhythm is called the stride jump. A player must realize that the back foot is his pivot foot and to move it would result in a traveling violation.

Pivoting:  

Too often coaches give lip service to the skill of pivoting. However, if a team is to use a passing oriented offense, it is imperative that youngsters learn how to pivot effectively. 


The player with the ball should focus most of his attention on his teammates’ moves. If he is preoccupied by the pressure exerted by his defender, the player with the ball will develop tunnel vision. Often the player will react to pressure by performing a 180 degree pivot, thinking he’s protecting the ball with his body. Unfortunately, he has fallen into a trap; he no longer sees the court effectively and is not an offensive threat. Also the defenders will double-team him.

When teaching a player to pivot, have him focus more on holding the ball a little tighter and continuously moving his hands. Teach him not to panic. Although his opponent is exerting pressure, he should realize that he is still in control. He has not yet dribbled, and if his opponent is overly aggressive and off-balance, he could easily dribble by him. 


Teach pivoting by having half the team (Xs) in a line pivoting while the other half (Os) applies pressure, as in the diagram below.
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The coach ensures that the players are pivoting properly and makes constructive suggestions. Also, the coach should check on the defensive players to make sure that they are not overly aggressive and placing themselves in a vulnerable position.


Once the players understand how to pivot properly – protecting the ball through movement and focusing their attention on their teammates -the coach can use this drill.
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In the above drill the coach can pass the ball to X1 from different angles. This will force X1 to pivot towards the basket and into the face of pressure. He will assume a triple threat position so he has the option to pass, drive or shoot.


If you don’t have a basket available, this drill could be changed by having X3 dribble past X4. A player will learn that his opponent is vulnerable to a drive when he is running towards him because he cannot respond laterally quickly enough.

  Moving Without the Ball 


At the novice and mini level, there is plenty of action on the court, but the action is mainly restricted to the dribbler. His dribbling ability is paramount. Seldom does he pass unless he has given up his dribble. Having watched a few games, I do not fault the dribbler. Unfortunately, dribbling is his best option, considering his passing opportunities. Let’s look at a diagram to see what I mean. 
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X1, the dribbler, has not learned how to drive effectively by his defender into the only open space on the court, which is the key. Consequently, he decides to dribble around the periphery. If he has an opening, he will drive towards the basket. Unfortunately, because the offensive players do not move much, the court seems to be clogged. How can we correct this problem?

Coaches have to teach their players how to get in the open for a pass. X1, the dribbler, only has two players to pass to in the diagram below – X2 and X3. X4 and X5 are too far away for novice or mini players to pass to effectively. 
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Which player, X2 or X3, should X1 pass to? The usual answer – the open player. Based on the diagram, which player would likely be open most of the time? The answer would be X2. If X3 is making horizontal or vertical cuts, the defender can make it difficult for X3 to receive a pass. However, when X2 makes a diagonal cut directly away from the basket and the defender, his body automatically shields the ball from the defender. 


Because X2 moves away from the basket, he opens up space. Having passed the ball to X2, X1 can aggressively cut through the key for a pass.
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X2 also has the option to pass the ball to X4 who is cutting horizontally to the corner in order to receive a pass. Once again, space is created. X4 can pass the ball to X2 who quickly cuts to the basket or to X3 or X5 who may cut into the key.
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Players must learn to make quick cuts without the ball (to the periphery) in order to be a potential pass receiver and to open up the court. Players also have to be taught a staple of the offensive game – the pass and cut play.


  Faking

It is important to teach players without the ball how to fake. First, faking in one direction will force the defender to shift his weight or take a step. This will enable the player to cut in the direction he wanted to cut and have a step on his opponent. Second, if the defender does not react to the fake, the offensive player can continue in the same direction with the cut and have an edge with a backdoor play. Make sure that faking becomes part of every player’s arsenal of skills.

  Passing to a Space

This is a concept that players have to internalize. At the novice and mini levels players want to pass to their player instead of to a space. They have to be taught to pass to a space away from the defensive player, in the direction their teammate is moving. It is important that they begin the pass as their teammate initiates his move. As they learn this concept, they are going to make mistakes, passing the ball too far ahead. The one error they don’t want to make is to pass the ball behind a player which enables the defender to intercept the pass.


All coaches take the time to teach these passing skills; however, the player who can perform these passes might not be an effective passer if his teammates’ don’t move efficiently on the court and if he doesn’t learn to pass to an appropriate space.


How do you practice these concepts? At first, practice three on three. Play the game of “Keep Away”. Here are the rules.

1. The ball can only be moved through passing. Dribbling is not allowed.

2. Every time a player receives a pass, he must pivot and assume a triple threat position.

3. Handoffs are not allowed. At the novice or mini level, the players might resort to cutting behind the passing player for a two foot pass. Try to eliminate this practice.

4. The object is to keep the ball as long as possible. The opposing team may gain control of the ball by intercepting a pass or by tying up the ball for a jump ball.

5. The players should keep a count of how many passes are completed.


Since the focus of the drill is on passing, the players quickly accept the responsibility to move without the ball. They are now initiating the action rather than passively awaiting the ball handler to make a move. It’s amazing how much more movement there is with respect to the ball and the players. After a while, you can introduce some dribbling into this game. Since the object is not to score, the players learn to dribble for control and to create better passing angles. Finally, introduce scoring into the contest but maintain the idea of “Keep Away”. The players can only score on a lay-up.

 
During these three on three scrimmages it is important for the coach to introduce the backdoor play. Teach the players how to recognize defenders who are not attentive or who overplaying them. Make sure players understand that they must take the initiative to cut backdoor for a pass. By recognizing and using the backdoor play, the offensive player can eliminate some of the pressure exerted by his opponent.


These drills are important because players learn that their movement without the ball opens up space and creates better scoring chances. Since the drill is limited to three players per side, everyone is practicing their basic skills. Another benefit of this drill is that the defensive players will be forced to play harder. They will no longer be allowed to stand around.


  Filling the Void (Balancing the Court)


What happens after X1 passes the ball to X2, cuts through the key and doesn’t receive a pass? To fill the void left by X1, X3 cuts to the top of the key. X1 can either replace X3 or cut to the corner for a pass from X2. Now the court is rebalanced. These plays are shown below.
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Check the diagram below. The court is now rebalanced with X2 having the option of passing to X1 and cutting for a return pass and X3 filling in. Another option would be for X2 to pass to X3 and cutting, with X1 replacing X2 on the right side. In both cases the court is rebalanced. Balancing the floor is important because it opens up more room for the passing and cutting game, and it provides more options for the passer.
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   Coach a More Aggressive Approach

Whenever coaches mention the word “aggressive”, players equate it with the word “physical”. When I use the term “aggressive”, I think in terms of “initiating action”. If two players, offensive and defensive, are of equal ability, the offensive player should have the advantage. That’s because he knows what he is trying to do and the defender is reacting. Far too often the offensive player allows the defender to have the upper hand. Coaches teach defense quite well, demonstrating how to deny the ball. To an aggressive offensive player, a defender who denies the ball doesn’t represent a problem. The passive offensive player views himself as always covered. Let’s go back to a drill mentioned earlier.
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I like this drill because it teaches the offensive player how to use his body to take advantage of the defensive player and how to cut to an open space. Here are some basic offensive rules I teach players and then implement through this drill.
1. Control the defensive player and take away his maneuverability.



Don’t give ground to the defensive player. Too often, offensive players try to create space between themselves and their defenders too soon. An offensive player should learn to feel comfortable with a defender closely guarding him. Being in close proximity to the defensive player allows the offensive player to take away his opponent’s maneuverability and to be in control of the situation. Using his body, the offensive player can shield the defensive players from the path he will take, to position himself for the next pass.
2.
Gain an advantage by cutting quickly and powerfully, as close as possible, to the defensive player.

Don’t let a defensive player’s denying the ball affect your play. Too often the defensive player’s close proximity and having a hand up denying a pass, can pacify an offensive player. It’s important to teach players to move aggressively through the defender. Cut as close as possible to the defender and run through his extended arm. In this way the offensive player takes initiative and gains a step on the defender. He also sends a message to his defender.


With this thought in mind, I’d like to comment on driving past a defender. Too often, ball handlers want to create space between themselves and the player guarding them. An aggressive dribbler recognizes that he will be more successful by driving in a straight line past his defender rather than taking an arc approach. Driving in a straight line enables a player to take away his opponent’s maneuverability, forcing his defender to foul. The dribbler now becomes a scoring threat. Driving in an arc pattern allows the defender to catch up after losing a step. As a result, the dribbler loses his advantage. In his mind, he credits his opponent for playing good defense; in reality his lack of aggressiveness led to a stalemate situation.

3.
Be involved in the offense. Make a move every five seconds.


Don’t stand around. If an offensive player hasn’t moved in five seconds, he is standing around, making the defender’s task very easy. The offense only has 24 seconds to attempt a basket and hit the rim. It takes about four seconds to dribble the ball down the court. That leaves 20 seconds for all the offensive moves. Offensive players must initiate the action. Without the ball, an offensive player does not have many options – cut away from the defender for a pass, cut past the defender toward the basket or into the key for a pass, or set a pick for a teammate. The offensive player must decide what to do and to quote a Nike slogan “Just Do It!” For an offensive team to be successful, it must be in motion.


When our intercity team was not moving enough against a man-to-man defense, Steve Brayne initiated the offense by having the guards run along the baseline and exchange sides. The defenders were run ragged even before the play began. 
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To complicate matters even more for the defense, X2 or X3 might set a pick on the baseline, creating chaos. 


The guards do not always have to run the baseline. Another option would be to have the posts set picks as in the diagram below.
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What is important is that the offensive players are taking the initiative and the defenders are forced to react. It is not necessary to do this every time down the floor. This maneuver forces the defenders to react to any movement towards the baseline, even a fake, and makes it easier for the offensive player to cut back for a pass. Now the offensive player has more control of the situation and more room to operate.

Playing Three on Three & Introducing the Pick


Playing three on three enables a coach to introduce a new skill – the pick. The pick is the most valuable team skill! It is important to teach this skill properly – focusing on the player setting the pick and his two responsibilities and on the role of the player being picked.


Earlier, it was mentioned that cutting away from an opponent to receive a pass creates space. Setting a pick also opens up the court. Here is an example.
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In the above diagram X5 sets a backdoor pick on X3. Also, X4 sets a pick on the foul line. Now X3 has two options – cutting backdoor or cutting horizontally along the foul line. More importantly, the setting of the picks has opened up the right side of the court for X2 to drive. He also has the option of passing to X3. Having the players set picks has created an offensive play that gives the advantage to the offense by creating open space and several scoring opportunities.

Mechanics of a Pick


The offensive player makes a quick decision as to what side of the defender he will set his pick. Then, he should move in quickly and straddle the defensive player’s leg, coming as close to the defender as possible, without fouling him. The offensive player should assume a wide stance to enable the pick to take up as much room as possible and block the path of the defender. The offensive player should not move once he has set the pick. It is wise to teach the player setting the pick how to protect himself.


The player who uses the pick has as much responsibility to make the pick effective as the player who set the pick. To use the pick properly, the offensive player being picked must make an effective fake away and then cut powerfully off his teammate’s shoulder. In this way, the defender is driven into the pick. Sometimes the defender tries to cheat and hedges toward the outside of the pick. The offensive player must recognize this and take advantage of the back door. 


The player who set the pick still has another responsibility. He must perform a back pivot and seal off the defender he has just picked. Now a two on one situation occurs and the player who set the pick should move in for a pass or a rebound.

Should a Player Set a Pick for the Dribbler?

Coaches have different opinions. A dribbler must be highly skilled to use a pick because he is forced in one direction. If he has the ability to use the pick, he would have the skill to easily drive by his opponent and have two options. It would be wiser for players to set picks away from the ball and free up teammates for passes.

Steve Brayne used this philosophy in intercity basketball. However, he did make one exception. If the opposing team had an incredibly aggressive defender covering our point guard, he had our players set a pick on the ball handler. As a result, the defender had to split his focus which lessened his aggressiveness.

Playing Three on Three (Continued)

Having introduced the pick, the coach should implement it into his three on three drill, lauding the players whenever the play is successful. Coaches should praise the players who constantly set picks. A player may not have tremendous offensive skills but he can still be an asset because he initiates the offense.

Playing the Post

When I observe basketball games, I pay attention to the post play. I watch as a post player sets a high post and waits for the pass. By the time he received the pass, he was double-teamed. To involve the post players more I would suggest that they set picks on players on the periphery. Move them out of the key and create space.


If a player is setting a high post, he should follow the five second rule. Cut quickly to the high post and set a target hand, indicating where he wants the ball. Passes should be made to the high post as he is moving into position. Once he receives the ball, he should pivot and assume the triple threat position. He must react quickly, either passing, driving or shooting the ball before he is double-teamed. The post player should not plunk himself in a post position. Post players also have to learn how to work together.

A Passing Drill for Post Players

Earlier I mentioned a drill used repeatedly to teach players how to move effectively to a space to receive a pass. The same drill could be used for post players. It should be modified to include a rectangle that includes an extra meter outside the key. Follow the same directions as the drill for the guards.


To develop teamwork between the posts, have the players play two on two within the key area. Have a coach or player act as the passer. This enables the post players to set picks on each other. This drill enables all four players to work on their offensive and defensive skills. They also learn how to make quick decisions that are so necessary in this confined space.

A Pick Versus a Screen

The terms “pick” and “screen” are used interchangeably. A pick is used to describe a block close to a player, that frees a player for a pass. A screen is used to describe a block that is used away from a player that frees the shooter for a pass. Look at the diagram below.

[image: image21.png]



In this diagram X5 is setting a pick on X3. X3, the team’s best shooter, fakes his defender and cuts around the pick. If he is open, X2 will pass him the ball for an easy lay-up. If he is not open, he will continue along the baseline and around the screen set by X4. X3 has the option of taking a shot or passing it to X5 who has sealed off his player and proceeded to the basket for pass or a rebound. A screen could be set by a single player or by two players. The object is for the team to free their best shooter for a high percentage shot. The simple play diagrammed in this segment provides four options as a result of a pick or a screen.
    Shooting Skills

A team can master most of the skills but if the players are not good shooters, they will lose a majority of their games. The object of basketball is to outscore the other team. Let’s look at the various shots that should be taught.
Lay-up Shot: The lay-up is used for shooting close to the basket as a player finishes a drive or a player receives a pass while moving toward the basket. As the name suggests, the player lays the ball up against the backboard just inches above the rim.


There are two basic types of lay-up shots – the underarm lay-up and the extended arm lay-up. A picture of the hand positions for each type is shown below.
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Footwork & Ball Position for a Right Handed Lay-up

· The shooter grabs hold of the ball as his right foot hits the floor. He positions the ball close to the side of his body away from the defender.
· The shooter’s next step onto his left foot is shorter, which enables him to convert his forward running motion into a vertical thrust. His right knee rises as high as possible to provide additional lift.
· As he leaves the floor, the shooter raises both arms above his head. His left hand falls away as his right hand pushes the ball to the basket. 
· Throughout the lay-up the shooter concentrates on the target. He should not be distracted by the defender.
· The shooter should eliminate all unnecessary motion in his upper body. In other words, keep the process simple.
· Whenever possible, the shooter should use the backboard.
Progression for Teaching Lay-ups to Beginners
1. Have the player without the ball take a short step onto his left foot and raise his right knee as high as possible. The player should move his arms up overhead and mime the shot. (Flick the wrist of the shooting hand. Fingertips end up facing your shoelaces.)
2. Have the player without the ball take a step onto his right foot. Then continue with step #1. 
3. Have the player do the two step lay-up with a basketball.

4. Have the player bounce the basketball first and then complete the two step lay-up with a shot.

5. Have the player take several dribbles and then perform the lay-up.

6. Have the player do a lay-up from a pass without dribbling the ball.

7. Have the player receive a pass, dribble and then perform the lay-up

At first, the player should walk through the lay-up and shoot from a forty-five degree angle to the backboard. Continue practicing lay-ups at different angles and speeds.

Make sure that the player learns how to do a lay-up on his non-dominant side as soon as possible. Give players more practice on their non-dominant side.
The One Handed Set Shot:  

· Your stance is very important for the set shot. Stand with your knees slightly bent. Hold the ball at shoulder height in front of your body. Your elbow should be in close to your body. One of the worst habits a shooter can develop is to have the elbow acting as a chicken wing.
· If you are a right handed shooter, your right foot should be slightly farther forward than your left foot.

· Hold your shooting hand behind and slightly under the ball. Check the picture below.
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Notice that the ball is in the fingers and thumb of the hand and not in the palm. Also, the wrist is slightly cocked.

· You should concentrate on your target, either the back of the rim or a spot on the backboard.

· As you start the shot, straighten your legs.

· Your arms reach up toward the basket. Release the ball with a strong flick of the wrist and fingers of your shooting hand. The hand follows through in the direction of the target.

· For longer shots, you will use your legs more, and your feet may lift off the floor.

What Should the Player Aim At?

The player should aim at the back of the rim. If it hits the back rim with the proper backspin, the ball will rebound into the basket. If the ball is short, there is still a nine inch margin of error if the ball is on line. If the ball is long, it still has a chance of hitting the backboard and falling through the basket. Look at the picture on the next page.
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When a player is close to the basket, it is wise to use the backboard as a target. It is important to practice shooting at the backboard and learning where to aim.


The most important shooting skill a player must acquire is squaring up to the target before a shot. Squaring up to the target is actually the aiming process and it must be done efficiently and precisely.
Two Handed Set Shot

· The basic mechanics are the same as the one handed set shot.
· The main difference is that the ball is held in both hands, the fingers on the sides of the ball. The ball should never be in palms of the hands. The thumbs are behind the ball and almost pointing together.

· As the arms begin to move upward, the legs begin to straighten.  As the arms reach their apex, the wrists are snapped and the ball rolls of the fingertips. 
· A good follow-through is important. Both arms should be extended, with the fingers pointing outward.

Jump Shot

The most important shot in today’s game is the jump shot. The shooter jumps vertically and takes a quick shot, releasing the ball at the top of his jump. It is an effective shot in that it is difficult to defend.

· You begin the jump shot by making sure that you are square to your target.

· Your feet are shoulder width apart and your knees are bent.

· Bring the ball relatively close to your body. Hold the ball somewhere between the shoulders and the eyes. This is a personal preference. 

· From this position, jump off both feet. As you begin jump, lift the ball past your face to a position in front of your forehead. At this point you can see your target from underneath the ball.
· When you reach the top of your jump, push your shooting arm upward and release the ball with a snap of the wrist. Follow through with a complete extension of your arm and wrist.


A frequent error that a player makes is jumping off balance. It is important to jump straight up. The player should focus only on his target. He must learn to ignore his defender. He should release the ball at the very peak of his jump to maximize accuracy and control.

It is important that a player shoots within a comfortable range. Too often, a player wants to shoot outside of his comfort zone. In order to gain distance, he develops bad shooting habits. A player must practice shooting from the spots that he will shooting from during a game. If most of his shots are taken in the key, most of his shooting practice should be done in the key. If he shoots from the baseline, it is important to practice from that position so that he is comfortable and confident in taking the shot during the game.
Tempo of Practices & Games


If players are left on their own, they tend to shoot around, usually in a relaxed manner. The coach has to increase the tempo that players use in practice and in games. Even in the warm-up drills it is important to rev up the tempo. Why? In games it is easy to channel the players’ energy on defense, but it is much harder to channel their offensive energy. In practice, focus more on the player being aggressive on offense. Motivate them to initiate the action by setting picks and making effective cuts for passes. If the offensive team moves at a higher pace, the defense must either respond or be left behind.
   Shooting Drills

Two Line Lay-up Drill


The simplest of lay-up drills can be a very useful instructional tool. At its simplest level, the players in line #1 dribble to the basket and take a lay-up. The players in line #2 rebound the ball. The players switch lines. This drill is shown below.
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Now let’s spice up the instructional ingredients of this drill. The coaches play important roles in forcing their players to work on specific skills. One coach may act as a defender on X1, requiring the player to make a jab step fake and drive around the coach. Another coach could be near the basket, either challenging the shot or getting in the way so that the player has to change direction to complete the lay-up. The players are forced to face situations they will experience in a game. The worse scenario is to allow the players to simply dribble in a straight line to the basket and make a shot. Seldom does this happen in a game.
Passing to a Space – Give and Go


It is important to work on the passing game, even during shooting drills. Let’s look at a different version of a two line lay-up drill.
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In this drill, X2 cuts quickly from his position on the baseline diagonally away from his defender. X1, anticipating this move, passes to a space away from the defender. X1 now fakes in one direction and cuts towards the basket, receiving a pass from X2. X1 does his lay-up and X2 rebounds. The players change lines.


This is a good drill in that it reinforces the passing game. Players learn that they must move to an open space and create a passing lane in order to receive a pass. X2, upon receiving the ball, has to pivot and make the return pass. X1 learns how to receive a pass near the basket and make a lay-up without dribbling, or if necessary, to take one or two dribbles before making the lay-up.


A coach can further enhance this drill by covering X1. Based on whether the coach overplays X1’s left or right side, X1 learns to read the coach and cut to the opening left by the defender.
Three Line Lay-up Drills


It is important to practice passing and shooting drills that approximate what might happen in a game. Two keys to a successful passing game are: (1) teammates must initiate the pass by cutting into an open space and (2) the passer must anticipate open passing lanes. Let’s look at this idea in the diagrams shown below.

[image: image28.png]




This is a situation that repeatedly occurs in games. X3 makes a fake and cuts for a pass. X1 passes to X3. X1 could cut for a return pass but he decides to stay put. Automatically, X3 pivots and assumes a triple threat position. Now he is able to effectively see the floor. X2 fakes and cuts into the key. He receives a pass and does a lay-up or shoots depending on the situation. X3 cuts in for the rebound.

The players change lines: line 1 to line 2, line 2 to line 3 and line 3 to line 2.


This is a common situation that occurs many times a game. X1 passes to X2, who in turn passes to X3. After each player receives a pass, he should pivot and assume a triple threat position, always looking into the key to see who is cutting for a pass. 
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After X3 receives the pass, he tries to pass to X2 who is cutting for the basket. In a game X1 should fill the void left by X2 and provide an outlet pass for X3.

Notice that in each of these triple line lay-up drills, the players are learning to react to situations that occur naturally in a game if players are encouraged to move without the ball and the player with the ball takes a pass first approach.
 Partners’ Drills

Teammates can help each other to develop their skills. Let’s examine how partners’ drills could help in developing players’ shooting skills.


Two players will be at a basket with one basketball. X1 will be the shooter and X2 will play defense. X2’s job is to contest each shot, getting a hand in X1’s face. X1 learns to ignore the defender and to shoot while under pressure. X2 rebounds the ball and passes it back to X1 who has shifted position. During this drill, X1 will also be practicing his faking skills. This drill should be done close to the basket at first and then the shooter could move farther out.


The partners may be involved in a cut and drive drill. This is similar to playing one on one, but in this case, the X2 (defensive teammate) provides a token defense while X1 works on his fake and drive, leading to a shot or a lay-up.

The partners could be involved in a two ball lay-up drill. X1 drives for a lay-up while X2 places a second ball on the floor where X1 began his drive. X2 rebounds and runs back to replace the ball as X1 begins another drive. This is a great drill because it conditions the players as they are practicing their lay-ups.


If a coach decides to use the partners’ drill for shooting practice, only half the team will be able to use the baskets available. The other half of the team should be partnered and practice dribbling skills against a defender or working on passing skills.

Horseshoe Passing

This passing drill is effective in that it focuses on the player pivoting to assume a triple threat position before he takes a shot. He learns quickly how to square up to his target.


The horseshoe passing drill below involves two balls. Notice that the first player in line 1 has a ball and the second player in line 2 has a ball. The drill begins with X2 cutting for a pass from X1. X2 shoots and retrieves his ball and passes it to the next person in line 1.


X1 cuts for a pass from the next player in line 2. He takes a shot, retrieves his ball and passes it to the next player in line 1.
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The players should begin this drill by shooting close to the basket and then gradually move farther away.


To make this drill even more efficient, the number of lines can be doubled. The players on the inside lines could be taking short shots in the key, while the players in the outside lines take shots at a foul line distance. Switch the lines halfway through the drill. The four line drill is great because it provides a lot of shooting practice.
Three Man Weave and Shooting

The weave takes a little time for the players to learn, but it teaches players how to cut at an angle for a pass, how to lead the player appropriately with a pass, and it is important hustle after making a pass to cut behind the player and into position for a pass. Let’s look at a diagram of a weave.

[image: image31.png]




X1 passes to X2, who is cutting at a 45 degree angle. X1 cuts behind X2 and cuts toward the basket. X2 passes to X3 who is cutting at a 45 degree angle. X3 passes to X1 who does a lay-up or takes a shot. X2, who has cut behind X3, hustles to the basket for the rebound. The players clear out as the next group begins the weave.

The most difficult part about the weave drill will be teaching the players to be disciplined to cut at a 45 degree angle. 

Half Court Weave – Hustle Drill

In this drill the players weave down the court. About mid-court the coach blows the whistle. The player with the ball passes it to the coach. All three players hustle back to the baseline and then head up court. The coach passes the ball to one of the players, who must look up and pass the ball to a teammate ahead of him. He does a lay-up and the other two players hustle for the rebound.


A variation of this drill occurs after the coach receives the ball at center court. At the coach’s feet will be several balls. He will pass a ball to each of the three players, who in turn will do a lay-up at the far basket. The coach will vary his passes, forcing the players to react to the ball.

Tempo of the Drills

When the players are first learning a drill, they will not be efficient. The key at first is to make sure that the drill is done properly. With additional practice, the tempo of the drill should increase so that the players are performing at game speed.
Planning a Practice
Warm-up
· Passing to a Space – Give and Go
· Horseshoe Shooting
· Triangle Passing
Each of these drills should be run for about three minutes.

Instruction
· Review: reverse dribble



 Drill – 
In pairs, using only a third of the width of the court, a player dribbles down the floor with a defender guarding him. As he approaches the sideline the defender overplays him and forces him to use a reverse dribble. The player continues the drill to the end of the court. Coming back on the other half of the court, the players switch responsibilities.
· Faking & Driving by the Defender




The coach focuses on the offensive player’s aggressiveness, emphasizing driving in a straight line by a player. At all times the dribbler must keep his head up in case another defender is helping out.




The players work one on one under the coach’s supervision. The coach changes locations on the floor. Sometimes the one on one confrontation will occur closer to the basket. At other times the coach will have the players start farther out. The change of the starting point puts different demands on the offensive player.
· Scrimmage
Coaching Manual of Basic Skills








Diagram for Relay





Diagram for Human Poles





Diagram for In and Out Drill





This drill is important because it teaches players that they must move to an open space to receive a pass. The passer learns to pass to a space rather than the player. The receiver should practice making a fake and then cutting.
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Underhand Lay-up: The power for this lay-up is provided by the momentum of the body. The underhand release creates a softer shot. This release is used when a player is running at full speed.





Extended Arm Lay-up: The push release is used when extra force is needed to propel the ball. Younger players should be taught this release.
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