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This point rings true at all levels but 
is critical in the youth game for a couple 
reasons. 
1. Youth Players Miss More Shots. It’s
simple math. Youth players typically aren’t 
skilled marksmen, even when it comes to 
layups. A youth offense not accounting for 
missed shots is one that simply is missing 
the mark. 
2. Youth Players Tend To Stand And Watch
The Shot. This is a horrible habit most 
decent players have shed by the junior-
varsity level. We’ve all seen it: shot goes 
up, players stand flat-footed staring at 
the ball. At this level, players run through 
your offense as you instruct in practice 
(and in your playbook). So, if you end 
your instruction on the shot, then players 
don’t have the on-court experiences yet 
to intuitively crash the glass. Don’t end 
your sets with a shot but rather show how 
certain players gain rebounding position in 
this offense while one (or two) drop back 
in transition defense. 
3. Easy Baskets Increase Confidence.
Because they haven’t perfected their 
shooting touch yet, youth players have a 
tendency to suffer from confidence issues 
as shots continue to clang off the rim. 
If you run an offense that accounts for 
misses and leads to offensive rebounds, 
then it translates into more high-
percentage shots near the rim. Knock 
down a couple layups and watch a player 
stroke a mid-range jumper or 3-point shot 
with confidence.

Last month’s FI A World Cup bridged the 
gap between the chaos of NBA free agency 
and summer league basketball (youth and 
professional) and the basketball darkness 
of fall. Typically, hoops gets pushed to the 
sports back burner in September as MLB 
playoff races heat up and the NFL kicks off. 
But, this year, those of us who make our 
living in the beautiful game of basketball 
were treated to the world’s best players 
taking to the floor. 

Plus, as an added treat, many viewers 
were treated to Fran Fraschilla as the color 
commentator working brilliant musings 
into his coverage. 

As I watched the U.S./Slovenia 
quarterfinal game, I saw Kenneth Faried 
jam home an offensive rebound off a 
missed layup by James Harden during the 
first quarter. Most would admire this put-
back for its beauty, but Fraschilla saw more 
… and served up a valuable lesson for the
coaches listening. 

“One of the things I used to say at clinics 
is design your offense with the missed 
shot in mind because you are going to 
miss shots, and you need your big people 
getting to the rim,” Fraschilla remarked 
during the telecast. 

Design Offense To Clean Up Misses
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Right now, six months after posting 
its need for a new head coach for 
its boys varsity program, which has 
won three state titles in its history 
(most recently in 2003), Darrington 
High School (Wash.) still can’t 
fill the position … and its season 
may be over before it starts. 

The position comes with a $3,642 
stipend according to an article in the 
Everett Herald. Twice it appeared 

the job was filled only to have the 
candidates pull out due to moving 
out of the area (Darrington is 75 
miles northwest of Seattle). 

Athletic director Cory Ross is 
quoted in the article as saying in the 
past he’d expect to receive five to six 
applicants a week. As of now, he’s 
scrambling to find anyone interested.

Darrington did finish 1-18 last 
season, which doesn’t help. 

But, do you see this as a single, 
isolated incident or a trend where 
the time commitment, scrutiny 
and small stipend doesn’t seem 
as worth it to a potential coach? 
What’s it like in your area? 

Shoot me an email at michael.
austin@basketballcoachweekly.com 
and let me know your thoughts.

- Michael Austin
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3 DRILL THE LOST ART OF 
PASSING 

Players want to pound the ball in 
the ground and shoot jump shots, 
you never see them simply throwing 
passes on their own - make them

4 BOX PASSING 
PROGRESSION 

Work on ball fakes, rip-throughs, 
pivots and accurate passing 
in this progression drill   

5 4-BALL PIVOT, FAKE & PASS
Four players dribble from different 

angles heading toward the same area — 
focus, timing and coordination are tested

6 INSTALL LESS EARLY 
Focus on fundamentals early in the 

season rather than installing intricate 
schemes — and watch your players excel

Kenneth Faried was a monster on the 
offensive glass for Team USA in the 
FIFA World Cup

TREND OR BLIP?QUICK HITTER
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Throw two players a ball, provide 
them no instruction and watch what 
they do. I guarantee the first thing is 

they start shooting. One shoots, the other 
rebounds. The rebounder grabs the ball on 
a miss, steps out and shoots, etc. 

Eventually, players may start going at 
each other by playing 1-on-1. Expect to see 
lots of dribbling. In a 1-on-1 setting, players 
love trying to break down a defender with 
the dribble. It earns “oohs” and “ahhs” from 
teammates. 

You know what they won’t do? Throw 
passes back and forth to each other. They 
won’t use a ball fake, then fire a proper 
chest pass. One player won’t pound a 
bounce pass into the floor as the other 

cuts to the hoop simulating a game-like 
backdoor cut. 

So, that’s where you come into play. 
Passing is just as critical as shooting and 
dribbling, yet only true point guards (and 
even then it’s rare) bother practicing the skill. 
Some have described it as a “lost art” but 
I read an interesting quote from one of the 
greatest passers of all-time about this skill. 

“It’s not that passing has become a lost 
art. It’s the way you pass that has become 
a lost art,” Magic Johnson told Vaughn 
McClure of the Chicago Tribune, in a piece 
published on April 15, 2012. “You don’t see 
as many bounce passes. And you don’t 
see as many guys really understanding the 
angles.”

In the same piece, Johnson’s 1980s’ 
counterpart, Larry Bird, echoed his 
sentiments. “Some guys now are just are 
reluctant to make the simple pass,” Bird 
said. “The post-entry pass is a really simple 
pass. You’ve got to set it up with a pump-
fake. You always want to try to lead the guy 
into his comfort zone.”

Both of the drills on the following two 
pages focus on ball fakes prior to throwing 
passes. It’s a critical aspect to the skill of 
passing, especially at the youth level. 

Marc Skelton provides both passing drills. 
He is the head boys coach at Fannie Lou 
Hamer High School in the Bronx, N.Y. The 
team won the city title in 2013 and finished 
as runner-up last season. 

Working on passing doesn’t come naturally to a lot of players — do your part by 
encouraging development of this skill and drill it every day

Perfect Passes 
Open Offenses

Executing a 
proper pass 
forces a defense 
to move and 
creates the space 
needed to run a 
productive 
offense
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Words by:
Michael Austin

Activities by: 
Marc Skelton, 
head boys coach, 
Fannie Lou Hamer 
High School, 
Bronx, N.Y.

PASSING DRILLS



Box Passing Progression
Use a ball fake before every pass and have players progress from a typical chest pass to 
an overhead, bounce, hook and even add in V-cuts

WHY USE IT
Passing drills need focus, 
otherwise players toss soft 
passes rather than using 
game-like actions.
 

SET UP
Position four players in a box 
formation. The player with 
the ball (1) is in the corner 
with a player under the hoop 
(2), another near the hash 
mark (3) and a final one at 
the top of the key (4). 

HOW TO PLAY
Start with a chest pass and 
have 1 pass to 2, 2 to 3, 3 to 
4 and 4 back to 1 [1]. The 
next phase is to use an 
overhead pass and follow 
the same progression of 1 to 
2, 2 to 3, 3 to 4 and 4 to 1 
[2]. From there, add in a 
bounce pass, a hook pass 
and have players drive, pivot, 
fake and pass. Finally, 
conclude with each player 
completing a V-cut prior to 
receiving a pass. Players still 
execute a rip-through and 
pivot on the catch. [3].

TECHNIQUE
Before every pass is made, a 
ball fake must be executed. 
When a player receives a 
pass, he or she must change 
direction with a rip-through 
and pivot before using a ball 
fake. Keep players moving 
quickly and encourage 
fast, crisp passes but be 
sure all actions (ball fakes, 
rip-throughs and pivots) are 
used.
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1

2 After chest passes, the next phase is to use an 
overhead pass and from there practice a bounce 
pass, hook pass and an action consisting of a 
drive, pivot, fake and pass

On the catch, players rip-through 
and pivot to change direction

Make a strong, crisp pass back to the 
initial player to begin the next phase of 

the drill - be sure Player 1 knows exactly 
what kind of pass is expected next

Even when V-cutting, be sure players still 
are using a rip-through, pivot and ball 

fake before passing to a teammate

The final phase is to have 
each player V-cut to simulate 
getting open prior to receiving 
the pass

Player movement Ball movement  Dribble Shot

PASSING DRILLS



4-Ball Pivot, Fake & Pass
It takes a focused mind and perfect execution when having four players dribbling toward 
the same point, ball faking and passing

WHY USE IT
Work on forward pivots, 
reverse pivots and ball fakes 
all while challenging players 
to pass and receive within a 
split-second of each other 
to develop better timing, 
coordination and focus.
 

SET UP
Set up four lines of players 
in the four quadrants of the 
court. Everyone is holding a 
ball. The first players in each 
of the four lines are involved 
in the action.  

HOW TO PLAY
The first player in each line 
dribbles toward the center 
circle [1]. Upon reaching the 
center outside of the center 
circle, each player uses a 
jump stop and pivots to the 
right. The players all make a 
ball fake [2]. After the ball 
fake, all players pass to their 
right and immediately 
prepare to receive the 
oncoming ball. Timing and 
concentration are critical 
when receiving a pass a 
split-second after throwing 
one. [3].

TECHNIQUE
Use chest passes first and 
progress to bounce and 
overhead passes. The next 
phase after pivoting to the 
right is to execute a reverse 
pivot and pass to the left 
with the same chest, bounce 
and overhead progression, 
while still including ball fakes 
before each one.
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1

2 Once reaching the center circle, the player 
jump-stops and pivots to the right

The four front-of-line players dribble hard toward the 
center circle with their heads up so they can execute the 
forthcoming actions upon entry

After pivoting, the player must make a 
ball fake to simulate how important fakes 

are to creating space, moving defenders 
and making better passes

As soon as the ball leaves the player’s hands, he or she 
turns back to receive the oncoming pass, which requires 

quick thinking and sharp focus

After the ball fake, the player passes 
to the teammate on the right

Player movement Ball movement  Dribble Shot

PASSING DRILLS



Early in the season, don’t overwhelm players by forcing them to learn intricate 
details of your system but rather focus on fundamentals and teaching
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Words by:  
Bert DeSalvo, 
head women’s 
coach, Southern 
Connecticut State 
University, New 
Haven, Conn.

PRACTICE PLANNING

T here are times when high school 
coaches are so focused on 
implementing their system they lose 

focus on sharpening fundamentals, teaching 
the game and perfecting the details.

Most high school coaches have less 
time than college ones to work with their 
players, especially in the preseason. Since 
many high school athletes play multiple 
sports, sometimes until Thanksgiving Day, 
basketball coaches tend to rush players 
into team practice and start adding lots 
of offensive and defensive schemes to 
(allegedly) keep on par with other programs. 

It’s time to reconsider this strategy. 
Instead, at first, coaches may wish to install 
a relatively simple system allowing their 
coaching staff to teach fundamentals and 
enhance skill development on a daily basis. 
Any reputable program’s foundation is on 
player development and this approach 
mirrors that philosophy. 

By emphasizing this philosophy to 
players, they are more likely to buy into 
the benefits of improving their skill set and 

may enjoy playing basketball even more. 
The possible alternative becomes players 
memorizing sets and not knowing how to 
take advantage of potential mismatches 
or defensive breakdowns prior to the set 
actions of the play.  

How many times have you said to 
yourself, “He should have taken it to the 
rim,” or “She should have pulled up and 
shot that”? The issue is players are forced to 
run through sets at practice until the play is 
complete rather than having the coaching 
staff show them where potential defensive 
breakdowns may occur.

For instance, against flex offense, if a 
team is denying the reversal pass on the 
downscreen action, there are many times 
the offense stalls because it doesn’t have 
a pressure-release option as a counter.  A 
simple rescreen, back-screen lob or ball 
screen makes the defense think twice 
about denying that reversal pass and 
allows offensive players to move more 
comfortably on the perimeter. 

Prepare for these sort of adjustments 

possession to possession based upon how 
your team is being played - this is the 
responsibility of the coaching staff. Teams 
MUST master these concepts for players 
to have confidence in the system they are 
running and so you have confidence in the 
players.

On the defensive side, another example 
of over-coaching a system is when a team 
defends the ball screen five different ways, 
but do none of them very well. Ask yourself, 
“What is the benefit of defending the ball 
screen five different ways? Is it merely 
confusing my players? Is it helping us win 
games or does it just make me feel good 
and give the players the illusion I am smart 
and complex?” 

There is a fine line between demanding 
perfection and limiting sets, or adding 
schemes just to increase the size of the 
playbook. Balance these two schools of 
thought to maximize your team’s potential 
and grow the game.

Follow Coach DeSalvo on Twitter @
CoachDeSalvo

Use your 
early-season 
practice time on 
fundamentals 
and recognizing 
advantages 
rather than 
installing 
endless, intricate 
schemes

Install Less Early To 
Make Your Team Better
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Take Basketball Coach Weekly sessions on to the practice court on 
your iPad or iPhone
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