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your team have an escape — your practices. 
Now with winter break upon us, you 
potentially have even more time with your 
players to provide them with the sanctuary 
that comes with being around teammates 
and improving their craft. 

There are no parents at practices. No 
one is checking their phone. The only 
people offering feedback on how they are 
performing are you, your staff and team 
leaders. 

Cherish this time with your players as 
it’s the only stretch where they are not 
(appropriately) distracted by schoolwork 
and homework. Open the gym as often as 
you can beyond just practice time to provide 
players a place to focus on their game if they 
choose. 

Yes, the holidays are magical because 
they bring together families and allow for 
times of reflection. As teenagers who love 
basketball, however, players may want an 
escape, especially with more “free” time 
available during this stretch, which opens 
them up even more to the barrage of 
negativity we all feel. 

You can’t eliminate the hardships your 
players face and the obstacles they must 
overcome in their daily lives — nor should 
you — but as a coach and respected adult 
you have the ability to positively influence 
them. 

No one is asking you to ditch critiquing 
players or offering constructive feedback, 
but consider using this winter break to 
build up your athletes, tell them why they 
are important members of your team and 
offer them strength so they enter 2016 with 
confidence and hope. 

Have a great holiday season and we’ll 
be back in your inbox the first Thursday in 
January!

We’re living in a difficult time 
dominated by real-world strife 
and a constant barrage of 

negativity. 
Worldwide and domestic events have 

left everyone feeling rattled, unsafe and 
sometimes scared and worried. 

And, as we inch closer to the presidential 
election here in the U.S. (can you believe 
we still have another 11 months of this?!), 
regardless of your political affiliation, you 
are convinced the other side simply is 
spewing negativity. In a 24-hour news cycle, 
that negativity takes on a life of its own, 
penetrating our lives. 

For teenagers, who always are fighting off 
the negativity surrounding how they dress 
and act, today’s obsession with social media 
fuels the fire about how they are perceived. 

Rather than promoting the feel-good 
stories from which we all can learn, typically 
the trending topics of the day surround the 
latest screwup, the most-recent contrarian 
hot take or debate spiraling into political 
discourse. 

It’s a tough world for all of us, but even 
more so for your teenage athletes. Every 
minute of their lives is planned. They are 
running in a million directions. If they 
take a minute to stop and think, they are 
considered lazy. It’s a burden we have thrust 
upon them.

But, there is one place where athletes on 
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Winter Break is a critical time for your 
team, which is why we’re offering extra 
coverage of how to handle it in this issue. 
See extended pieces on pages 8 and 9. 

Here are some quick tips from Rory 
Hamilton, girls basketball coach at Norman 
North High School in Oklahoma about what 
he does during this time off from school.

“I use the Christmas break practice time 
to work on our offensive and defensive 

systems, work on any difficulties we have 
had so far (this year it’s zone offense and 
taking care of the basketball), as well as 
work on junk defense/offense,” Hamilton 
says. 

He adds he like using this extra time to 
install some “junk defenses” to use as a 
wrinkle coming out of a timeout or start 
of a quarter to see how the opposition 
responds. 

“If we have success, then we stay in 
it. If the team scores on consecutive 
possessions, I usually get out of it,” he 
remarks about his coaching philosophy on 
using junk defenses. 

Hamilton also says he is sure to spend 15 
to 20 minutes on just shooting drills. “You 
never can shoot enough during the season,” 
he concludes.

Load Up on ‘JUnk’ This BreakQUiCk hiTTer
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Zone Plays

I’ve spent a lot of time and space in the 
magazine recently on providing zone 
plays to you. As contact rules become 
tighter, teams are using zones to keep 
their important players out of foul 
trouble.

At the same time, smaller squads 
and sometimes self-described “not as 
talented” teams use an aggressive zone 
to even the gap with the opponent. 
Rather than sticking a 5-foot-11 
undersized forward on a 6-foot-5 post 
player, zones allow coaches to use 
multiple players to slow a star.

As more zones get thrown at your 
team, your playbook needs to expand. 
Those same five zone busters you’ve 
been running for years simply aren’t 
going to cut it anymore. They’ve been 
scouted, picked apart and (most likely) 
stopped by a smart zone defense, 

which is why the recent focus in 
Basketball Coach Weekly. 

With this being the final issue of the 
magazine before the new year (we will 
skip next week and be back January 7), 
I decided it is the perfect time to get 
some extra zone plays (four instead 
of our standard two) in your hands to 
install during the break. 

What I love about the first two plays 
is the use of a simple passback as you 
initiate the action. Both plays start on 
the right side and use the first pass 
to push zone defenders deeper into 
the set. Then, an immediate passback 
causes the recovering zone defender to 
be a step behind the action. 

One this is established, now follow 
the play designs either to use a dribble 
to the middle to collapse the zone, or 
bring a ball screener high to pick off 

the unsuspecting perimeter defender. 
It seems so simple and it could be an 

afterthought when you review those 
two plays, but spend time thinking 
about how important the passback is in 
both plays. Our game can be so simple 
sometimes — let’s allow it to be. 

As for the other two zone plays, the 
third (on page 6) forces the zone to 
away from the baseline, which allows 
for a guard to curl around the backside 
and into an open spot at the near 
block. The final play (page 7) utilizes 
ball reversal and a backside screen to 
open up either a crosscourt pass for a 
layup or a 3-pointer. 

Expect to see more zones as you 
enter conference play in January … and 
expect to beat them with the following 
plays.

Catch the initial 
pass deeper into 
the zone, then 
immediately 
throw it back 
to the passer to 
keep a zone on 
the move

Pass It Back, Shift The Zone
An�initial�pass,�then�a�return�pass�moves�a�zone�defense�just�enough�to�keep�one�player�
from�guarding�two,�and�sets�up�defenders�to�be�screened

Words�by:�
Michael austin

Drills�by:  
Willie Graham, 
head�boys�coach,�
McMinnville 
High school, 
McMinnville, ore.

http://puresweatportland.com


Attack Low, Open The Middle
Against a 2-3 zone, use dribble penetration and a kick-out pass to set up a 
backscreen for a potential layup or a cross-court pass for an open 3-pointer

www.basketballcoachweekly.com Issue 117 BASKETBALL COACH WEEKLY 4

WHY USE IT
Zones can be attacked 
from multiple angles and 
with more than just passing 
around the perimeter. 
This play uses a baseline 
dribble to draw defenders, 
then a quick pass-back to 
take advantage of open 
holes in the defense.

SET UP
Start with the ball on the 
right wing. 2 is on the 
ball-side wing with 5 in the 
middle of the court. 4 is on 
the weak-side wing with 3 on 
the weak-side block. 

HOW TO PLAY
1 passes to 2. 2 dribbles 
toward the baseline (or 
corner) to engage the 
bottom defender in the 
2-3 zone. 2 passes back to 
1 [1]. 1 attacks the top two 
defenders of the zone. As 
1 attacks the top, 5 screens 
the middle of the zone 
and 4 screens the bottom 
defender on the weak side. 
2 runs along the baseline 
using 5’s screen and looks 
to curl into the middle of 
the zone [2]. 1 also has the 
option to pass to 3 for the 
open 3-pointer if the weak-
side top defender sags to 
guard 2. 1 also can take a 
peek at 5 off the middle 
screen as 5 could have the 
right-bottom defender 
sealed [3].

TECHNIQUE
On the catch in the lane, 2 
shoots, passes to 4 at the 
basket or kicks out a pass to 
3 for the shot.

Player movement Ball movement  Dribble Shot

Zone Plays

1 2 attacks to pull the ball-
side low defender before 
kicking a pass back out to 1

3 2 curls around 5’s screen and 
comes free in the middle of the 
lane — 2 should have more room 

to attack on the left side of the rim
2 3 comes free as 4 screens 

the bottom defender and 
the weak-side top defender 

has collapsed on 1’s dribble attack

4 3 curls around 4’s screen 
and must be ready to 
receive a pass from a 1 

or 2 for an open 3-pointer
5 2’s first look is to attack 

the rim but also has the 
option to drop a pass to 4 

at the rim or kick out a pass to 3



High Screen, Passbacks Set Up Corner 3
Quick passbacks force a 2-3 zone to cover a lot of space in an instant, which 
pokes holes in the zone and allows you to find openings for jump shots
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WHY USE IT
A quick passback to start 
your action slightly shifts 
a defender into a perfect 
position to be screened. From 
there, a dribble attack sets 
up perimeter movements 
to create an open 3-pointer.

SET UP
Start with the ball on the 
right side again facing a 2-3 
zone. 2 and 3 are on opposite 
wings but 2 is a bit deeper 
as 2 is on the ball side of the 
floor. 4 and 5 are on opposite 
blocks. 

HOW TO PLAY
1 passes to 2. 2 quickly passes 
back 1. 4 flashes to the 
elbow and screens the top 
defender guarding the ball. 
1 dribbles off the ball screen 
and attacks the middle of 
the floor with the dribble 
[1]. After screening, 4 pops 
out and receives a pass back 
from 1, who has drawn the 
attention of the other top 
defender [2]. 5 screens the 
bottom zone defender on the 
right side. 2 moves toward 
the corner. 4 passes to 2 for 
the open shot.

TECHNIQUE
1’s dribble attack must get 
a step or two deep into the 
zone so both top defenders 
are scrambling out of 
position. 5’s screen must 
be solid because once that 
defender is out of the picture, 
no one is available to guard 2 
in the corner. 3 could be open 
on the opposite wing for a 
3-pointer as well.

Player movement Ball movement  Dribble Shot

Zone Plays

1 1’s dribble must attack 
deep into the middle of 
the zone to attract the 

attention of both top defenders

3 3 moves into a shooting 
window and may be open 
if both top defenders 

collapse on 1’s dribble

2 By having 1 pass to 2, then having 
2 return the pass to 1, it moves that 
defender slightly out of position 

an in perfect place to be picked off by 4

4 5 must set a strong screen 
here so the bottom 
defender has no chance to 

scramble to the corner and defend 
5 2 moves to the corner, which 

eliminates the chances of the middle 
defender closing out and either 

perimeter defender recovering in time



Sneak Behind Zone After Ball Reversal
Working best against a 1-2-2 zone, this play uses ball reversal and a well-timed inside screen 
to allow the point guard to sneak behind the bottom defenders for an easy layup
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WHY USE IT
A 1-2-2 zone is vulnerable 
at its lowest points. The 
hard part is moving the ball 
around the perimeter against 
an extra high defender, but 
if you navigate that part 
successfully, then inside 
options abound, including this 
set for a sneaky point guard.

SET UP
1 is dribbling at the top of the 
set. 2 and 3 are stationed on 
opposite wings. 4 and 5 are 
positioned on opposite blocks.

HOW TO PLAY
1 dribbles at 2, which sends 
2 through to the opposite 
corner. 3 moves a bit higher 
and 1 passes back to 3 [1]. 5 
flashes to the open area on 
the ball side, which brings 
that low defender with him. 
3 passes to 2 in the corner. 
The backside wing defender 
drops and is screened by 4. 1 
runs low toward the baseline 
[2]. 1 cuts along the baseline 
and receives a pass from 2 for 
the layup as 5 should have the 
defender sealed so 1’s layup 
is uncontested. A left-handed 
layup is ideal in this situation 
as 1 is on the left side of the 
hoop and there is a better 
chance a right-handed one is 
blocked. [3].

TECHNIQUE
If you are facing a 2-3 zone, 
stack 4 and 5 on the right 
side and go through the same 
motions where 4 still picks off 
the right-low defender and 5 
occupies the middle defender 
by coming through the lane to 
the left side.

Player movement Ball movement  Dribble Shot

Zone Plays

1 2 comes all the way 
through to the left corner, 
which draws the bottom 

defender out of position

3 The defender closest to 5 
must follow 5 across the 
lane, otherwise 5 simply 

runs free to the open area

2 The top action occupies all three 
perimeter defenders, which now 
allows you to use the middle of the 

lane pulling other defenders out of position

4 This top defender drops to 
cover the open backside 
area, but then is picked off 

by 4 to clear a baseline path for 1

5 The point guard curls all the way 
around the zone, runs the baseline 
and sneaks in behind everyone and 

is in position for a quick catch and layup



Double Backside Options Beat 1-3-1
An aggressive 1-3-1 defense makes it seem like there are more than 5 defenders 
on the floor but find the holes and come up with a pair of open backside options
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WHY USE IT
1-3-1 zones are difficult to 
manage in a half-court 
setting because you don’t see 
them a whole lot, and they 
take away almost any interior 
look you attempt to create. 
This play finds open areas, 
shifts defenders and creates 
backside scoring options.

SET UP
Start in a 1-4 high. Your posts 
are located at the elbows 
with the guards on the wings. 
Your point guard has the ball 
at the top.

HOW TO PLAY
1 passes to 4 stepping to 
the perimeter. 5 dives to 
the hoop and posts up 
the bottom defender. If 4 
can’t get a pass to 5 in post 
position, then 4 continues 
ball reversal to 3 on the left 
wing. 1 exchanges with 2 as 
soon as the ball is passed to 
4 [1]. After passing to 3, 4 
cuts through the lane to the 
opposite corner. 3 passes to 2 
at the top. 2 reverses the ball 
to 1 [2]. 1 ball-fakes to 4 in 
the corner to move over the 
bottom defender. 5 seals the 
left-wing defender. 1 looks 
to pass to 5, who now has a 
clear path to the lane [3].

TECHNIQUE
If the left-wing defender 
goes inside of 5’s seal, then 1 
skips a pass across to 3 in the 
corner for an open 3-pointer.
The real key is the ball 
reversal in Diagram 2 as it 
shifts the entire defense to 
the right, which leaves the 
backside vulnerable to to a 
single screen.

Player movement Ball movement  Dribble Shot

Zone Plays

1 5 dives to the hoop and 
posts up the bottom 
defender looking for 

an entry pass from 4

3 4 comes hard at 
the corner and sells 
the ball fake from 1 

to draw the low defender
2 Ball reversal moves the defenders 

back and forth — by moving the ball 
back to the right the backside two 

players only are covered by one defender

4 3 moves to the corner to 
generate more space away 
from the defenders and is 

open for a 3-pointer on a skip pass
5 5 seals the backside defender, 

then turns back toward the 
ball and if the pass is made, 

no on is there to stop 5’s layup
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Winter Break

Depending on the level you coach, you 
may be faced with not having daily 
contact with your players during winter 
break. 

NCAA Division II mandates an eight-
day layoff while Division III schools 
essentially have their entire break off 
with a few exceptions. Things vary at the 
high school level.

Having been a head coach at NCAA 
II and III, I always looked to achieve 
two things during break: come back 
to campus in improved shape with an 
improved skill set, and come back with a 
restored enthusiasm for each other and 
the game. 

We did this by having my coaching 
staff prepare a winter-break packet for 
the players containing the expectations 
we had of them during this time. The 
packet was reasonable in our minds and 
gave the players a blueprint on how to 
improve.

It incorporated basketball, lifting 
and conditioning workouts to keep our 
players sharp and ready for their return. 
I was sure, however, to allow players to 

use their own workouts as long as they 
were challenging and worked on the 
established skills we wanted for that 
individual player.

Without the ability to work out in 
their college gymnasiums, players 
are forced to become resourceful by 
heading back to their high school or 
private facilities. Not only is the location 
familiar but student-athletes then can 
share our packet or practice with former 
teammates or coaches.

These workouts and interactions tend 
to rejuvenate players’ spirits as they 
relive their glory days and have fun with 
the game in which they’ve dedicated 
themselves.

With a renewed love for the game, 
when players come back to campus after 
break, my goal as a head coach is to play 
as much as possible and remain healthy.

To accomplish this, we hold double 
sessions upon returning to campus. The 
first practice session focuses on playing 
live as much as possible. To get players 
back in game mode, we play a full game, 
then multiple end-of-half (or game) 

situations. After a few hours to eat, rest 
and recover, our second practice focuses 
on fundamental skill development.

Players need to improve as much as 
possible with the ball from a conditioning 
and skill standpoint. I’m not big on lining 
up players and making them do line 
touches as my practices are dynamic 
enough and my drills productive enough 
to accomplish both skill development 
and conditioning at the same time. 

With our work accomplished, be weary 
of muscle soreness, especially two days 
after the team’s first day back to practice. 
Listen to your coaching staff and players 
regarding their level of soreness. 

Strategically implement lifting sessions 
to strengthen your athletes but not 
to burn them out prior to their first 
game back from break. Ice baths, foam 
rolling, etc., are preventative measures 
our training staff prescribe to reduce 
soreness.

What it comes down to is focusing on 
your team first upon returning to campus 
before turning your full attention to the 
next opponent.

Push players to 
improve during 

this stretch of 
the season and 

start having 
championship 

aspirations

Don’t Let Break Beat You
You�are�entering�a�crucial�time�of�year�for�your�team�—�winter�break�
offers�plenty�of�opportunities�provided�you�manage�it�properly

Bert DeSalvo,�
Former�Division�
I�men’s�assistant,�
Division�II�and�III�
women’s�head�
coach 
@CoachDeSalvo�
on�Twitter

http://puresweatportland.com
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Winter Break

A lot of what you are going to accomplish 
during winter break comes down to your 
game schedule. Are you playing a bunch of 
games together in a tournament or do you 
just have a couple games each week?

We are a team playing multiple 
tournaments in the preseason, so we have a 
one- to two-week break. I treat this break as 
a fundamental time for our team. Our focus 
as a fast break team is on these three areas:
1. Run/Press
2. Rebound
3. Take care of the ball 
     (turnovers/ball security)

We then base most of our team drills on 
those areas while also spending additional 
time on individual skills and shooting, which 
are areas teams neglect during the season. 
In particular, use in-season time improving 
the following: 
1. Ballhandling
2. Attacking the basket/shooting
3. Post/guard work, including post 
     entry work

Teams sometimes 
neglect shooting 
during the season 
in their practice, be 
sure it’s part of your 
winter-break plan 
(as well as proper 
closeouts)

Get Back To Basics During Break
The�extra�practice�time�allows�for�a�rededication�to�fundamentals,�as�well�
as�the�opportunity�to�add�a�few�new�things�to�your�defense�and�playbook

kurt Guelsdorf, 
head�girls�coach,�
Oregon City High 
School, Ore.,�
2014-15�state�
champions

Winter break also is the perfect film-
study time as your student-athletes 
aren’t busy with school and homework. 
Breakdown of film is a vital part of any 
coach/player development. 

We have the players grade 
themselves/or similar position based on 
a +/- system. Use a “+” for good shot 
selection, sprinting the floor, post-ups, 
assists and proper rotations. A “-“ 
includes turnovers, lack of rotations, lack 
of boxout, etc.

If you are a team that is playing a 
couple of games each week, you need 
to include some aspects of scouting into 
your plan and defending the opponents 
favorite action.

As we prepare for the rest of the 
season, we include certain actions in our 
shell drill every day. This allows us to be 
ready for any type of team we face in 
the tournament later in the season when 
we have much less time to prepare. 
This means we include: screen downs, 
backpicks, ball screens, dribble weave, 

dribble drive, defending the big post/
post double teams, staggers and corner 
3s. This would continue over the break 
and might start to included the favorite 
actions/set plays of upcoming league 
opponents. 

We even sometimes put in a league 
rival’s favorite set play into our system, 
so that when it comes time to play them, 
we are way ahead of the game.

Take a long look at what has gone 
well up to the break in game-film 
breakdowns/practice film, and then look 
to get better in those areas. Now is a 
good time to fine-tune the playbook, 
what has worked well, what needs to be 
cleaned up and what could be added to 
the playbook.

Utilizing the winter break in a 
systematic way helps teams jump into 
their league seasons with a leg up on the 
competition. 

And remember, its also a great time 
for family, friends and getting caught up 
on some much-needed rest.

http://puresweatportland.com


Pass It Back To The Inbounder
The Iowa State Cyclones were climbing a second-half uphill battle against in-state rival Iowa 
earlier this month and used this out-of-bounds play to keep the momentum going
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WHY USE IT
Trailing by seven with eight 
minutes remaining, Iowa 
State was on the verge of 
erasing a 20-point, second-
half deficit to Iowa. This 
inbound play shredded Iowa’s 
2-3 zone defense and is a 
must-add to all playbooks.

SET UP
The point guard takes the 
ball out of bounds with a box 
set featuring the post players 
on opposite blocks and the 
guards at the elbows.

HOW TO PLAY
5 turns into the lane and sets 
a screen on the ball-side low 
defender. 4 runs the baseline 
and uses 5’s screen to come 
free on the ball side. 3 drops 
low and replaces 4, which 
requires defensive attention 
of the weak-side low defender 
[1]. 4 continues moving and 
locates into the corner. 5 now 
turns high and sets another 
screen to allow 2 to come free 
into the ball-side short corner. 
5 then curls to the perimeter 
and receives an inbound pass 
from 1 [2]. 4 shifts a bit higher 
as 2 replaces 4 in the corner. 
1 steps into the open space. 
5 passes to 1. 1 shoots and 
scores [3].

TECHNIQUE
With 5 popping to the 
perimeter, the zone breaks up 
a bit and three defenders rush 
the perimeter with 4 and 2 
already out there. This allows 1 
to step into an open space with 
no defenders nearby.  Once 
5 knows the third defender is 
coming to the perimeter, then 
he or she understands a pass 
to 1 must be made.

Player movement Ball movement  Dribble Shot

Baseline OOB set Vs. ZOne

1 This initial screen from 5 allows 4 
to come free and start the process 
of moving players toward the ball-

side perimeter to draw defensive focus

3 5 moves as high as possible 
to still receive a clean 
inbound pass — the higher 5 

gets, the more space there is for 1

2 3 flashes to the 
weak-side post 
simply to keep the 

low defender occupied

4 4 and 2 both look and call 
for the ball to attract more 
defensive attention away 

from where you want it to go
5 1 steps into play, receives 

a quick passback and 
shoots before any 

defender has a chance to recover
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