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CHANGING LEVELS? ADJUST YOUR APPROACH 

‘SHORT BACK’ RAMPS UP AGGRESSIVENESS

> TRAPS FORCE 
THE OFFENSE OUT 
OF WHAT IT WANTS 
TO DO

2-2-1 RUNS OFFENSES 
RAGGED
SHUT OFF THE MIDDLE, TRAP,  
FORCE TURNOVERS  

YOU CAN’T  
GO AFTER  
A PLAYER

WISCONSIN 
TURNS OFF  
SHOT CLOCKS

‘DEEP BACK’  
LOOKS TO TRAP  
NEAR MID-COURT



to beat you. I’m old school, just keep your 
mouth shut and play.”

I completely agree. If you have an 
issue with an opposing player, you 
take it to the other coach. There is 
no situation where you should even 
give the appearance that you are 
approaching a player in a violent way (to 
be fair, Cronin wasn’t going to physically 
assault Macura, but the optics of the 
confrontation did not leave the coach 
looking good). 

And, Cronin didn’t need to have this 
play out in the press, where Mack heard 
comments from reporters rather than 
from the source. Cronin should have 
pulled Mack aside after the handshake 
line and addressed the concerns if he 
felt so slighted by Macura. 

It’s these kinds of confrontations that 
play out on our televisions that serve as 
reminders as how to — and how not to 
— act as a coach. You are representing 

Y ou can’t go after an opposing 
player. It’s that simple. Or, at 
least it seemed that simple 

until University of Cincinnati head 
men’s coach, Mick Cronin, aggressively 
approached Xavier University player J.P. 
Macura in the handshake line after the 
Bearcats loss to the Musketeers. 

Cronin claims Macura used a profanity 
toward him three times before, during 
and after the game. If true, of course 
that’s behavior ill-fitting any basketball 
player. But, it still doesn’t give Cronin 
the right to go step to Macura when the 
game is over. 

In the post-game press conference, 
Cronin took it a step further and said 
Macura wouldn’t play on his team, which 
seemed to be a swipe at Xavier head 
coach Chris Mack. 

Mack took the high road, said he 
always shakes hands with players 
regardless of the emotional makeup on 
the game and reminded everyone there 
are two sides to every story. 

Chuck Comer is a retired coach in 
Tennessee. He told me, “Cronin should 
not have confronted the player. He should 
have taken the high road and told the 
opposing coach. I think confrontations 
like this just give the opposition more 
incentive and fires them up more to want 
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In this issue...

The shot-clock saga in Wisconsin has 
come to an end … for now. In June, the 
WIAA’s governing board voted to approve 
a 35-second shot clock for boys and girls 
basketball beginning with the 2019-20 
season. A couple weeks ago, the same 
group voted to rescind the initial approval. 

After the June approval, the group 
heard from many of its members about 
the cost and implementation of the 

WISCONSIN TURNS OFF SHOT CLOCKS QUICK HITTER
shot clock, so much so that the most-recent 
decision had to be made. 

The members in favor of the shot clock 
still vehemently defend the need for it in 
the state, including Wisconsin Rapids boys 
head coach Dan Witter, who was quoted in 
the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel as saying, 
“The cost and implementation of something 
should not drive the decision. What’s good 
for the kids and what’s good for the game 

are the two things I wake up every 
morning thinking about.”

This leaves the number of states using 
a shot clock at eight: Massachusetts, 
Rhode Island, New York, Maryland, 
California, Washington, North Dakota 
and South Dakota. 

Have any thoughts on how Wisconsin 
handled this? Email me at michael.austin@
basketballcoachweekly.com. 

3 THE 2-2-1 RUNS OFFENSES 
RAGGED

By shutting down the middle of the 
floor and forcing ball handlers into 
traps, a full-court 2-2-1 disrupts the 
opposition                  

4 ‘SHORT BACK’ RAMPS UP 
AGGRESSIVENESS

The last defender isn’t deep in the front 
court, which makes for an aggressive 
style of play and creates turnovers                                                                                      

5 ‘DEEP BACK’ LOOKS TO 
TRAP NEAR MID-COURT

This press is used more to disrupt the 
offense when it approached mid-court 
rather than constant chaos                                   

6 ADJUSTING YOUR 
COACHING APPROACH

When a college coach takes a year 
off, then returns to the high-school 
level, he’s learning to be more 
patient, slow down and teach
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your program, your school and your 
players. And, you are supposed to be 
acting as a leader and role model to 
those teenagers on your squad. If they 
see it’s OK for the coach to mix it up 
with a player in the handshake line, then 
what happens next time emotions run 
high on the court? 

Everyone has rivalry games and 
emotional contests throughout the 
season. They are not an excuse step out 
of your role as coach and leader, and 
turn into an agitator.

Mick Cronin needed to keep a cooler 
head 

mailto:michael.austin%40basketballcoachweekly.com?subject=Editor-in-chief
mailto:customerservices%40greenstarmedia.net?subject=
mailto:customerservices%40greenstarmedia.net?subject=
www.greenstarmedia.net/legal-notice
www.greenstarmedia.net/legal-notice
https://www.jsonline.com/story/sports/high-schools/2017/12/01/wiaa-board-reverses-decision-wont-implement-shot-clock/910994001/
mailto:michael.austin@basketballcoachweekly.com


The 2-2-1 Runs Offenses Ragged
By shutting down the middle of the floor and forcing ball handlers into traps, the offense 
struggles to beat an aggressive, trapping 2-2-1 full-court defense   

W hen you are facing an 
inexperienced team or one 
with ball handlers who 

struggle against pressure, the 2-2-1 full-
court trap is a great defensive system to 
use if you want to force turnovers and 
keep the opponent out of an offensive 
rhythm. And, when scouting upcoming 
opponents, keep an eye on how they cut 
and pass. Even if a team has a decent 
point guard, you have the defensive 
advantage with the 2-2-1 if the opponent 
doesn’t work hard off the ball. 

The first point you want to drive home 
to your players when implementing the 
2-2-1 is to keep the ball out of the middle. 
You want the ball played along the 
sidelines, which is where the extra help 
defense and eventual traps come into 
play. Once the ball is on one side of the 

court, then the defenders on the weak 
side shift into the middle of the floor to 
remove over-the-top and reversal passes. 

As mentioned, the 2-2-1 sets up the 
offense to dribble into traps. A trapping 
defense is a nightmare for ball handlers 
who aren’t up to the task or not confident 
in their abilities. But, don’t bail out the 
other team by reaching in and fouling 
during the trap. Teach players to use 
their feet and voices to add to the chaos, 
and keep those hands up high to cut 
down passing angles. You’ll get plenty of 
turnovers without having to reach into the 
ball handler’s space in an attempt to take 
the ball. 

While this defense is designed to work, 
no system shuts down an opponent on 
every possession. Your players are going to 
love the 2-2-1 because of the turnovers and 

subsequent easy baskets that come from 
it, but they also must be willing to sprint 
when it breaks down. If the offense moves 
the ball and has a path to the front court, 
have the closest player to the ball remain 
on it while everyone else retreats quickly to 
keep from allowing open layups. 

Don’t allow players to get discouraged 
if the 2-2-1 gets beaten a couple times in 
a row. If they sprint back into the front 
court, they’ve still slowed down the 
opposition and forced it to operate its 
half-court offense from poor angles. 

And, successful pressure wears down 
the other team. If you use a 2-2-1, stick 
with it. You gain the biggest advantage 
in the game’s closing minutes when the 
opposition’s players are physically (and 
mentally) drained from constantly having 
to solve your trap and pressure.

Words by: 
Michael Austin
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FULL-COURT PRESSURE 

When you double-team the 
ball handler in the backcourt, 
even if the opponent breaks 
the pressure, it still is out of 
its half-court rhythm

When you double-team the 
ball handler in the backcourt, 
even if the opponent breaks 
the pressure, it still is out of 
its half-court rhythm
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‘Short Back’ Ramps Up Aggressiveness 
The last defender isn’t deep in the front court, which gives you a numbers advantage to 
trap and go after the ball — create turnovers if players maintain their aggressiveness             
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Player movement Ball movement  Dribble Shot

1 You want the ball handler to dribble into this 
double team because once he or she does, 
there is nowhere to pass the ball if the other 

defenders do their jobs

3 The trap is key because you want the 
point guard to pick up the dribble and 
to get the ball out of his or her hands

2 D5 is the deep defender but 
never gets too far back into the 
front court to keep pressure in 

the backcourt

5 Once a pass is made back to 3, as 
long as you cut off the angles for ball 
reversal, you’ve won this possession 

as the offense is left scrambling  

4 D5 cuts off the passing lane for this 
closest pass toward the front court, 
which limits 1’s potential passes  

WHY USE IT
When teams drop a player or 
two deep as a potential outlet 
against full-court pressure, 
go ahead and send the house 
in the backcourt to force 
turnovers.

SET UP
You are in a 2-2-1 full-court 
zone with you deep defender 
only slightly beyond the half-
court line. Your guards are at 
both elbows with teammates in 
line with them spaced in front 
of the half-court line. 

HOW TO PLAY
When the offense inbounds and 
tries to dribble up the floor, send 
both defenders on that side 
(D1 and D3) at the ball handler. 
Force the ball handler to pick 
up his or her dribble to start the 
chaos. D2 drops to the middle. 
D4 rotates toward the middle 
and D5 takes away the pass to 
the front court [1]. Right now, 
D2 is covering against a pass 
back to 3. X4 has the backside 
of the floor covered and is in 
a position to pick off a pass 
to 2 or 4. D5 has cut off the 
passing angle to 5 [2]. When 
1 passes back to 3, D1 retreats 
to guard the new ball handler. 
D2 takes away ball reversal. D3 
drops to the middle. D4 takes 
away the angle to throw a long 
reversal pass to 4. D5 covers the 
middle in the front court [3].

TECHNIQUE
Once the pass is made back 
to 3, you have the offense 
heading in the wrong direction. 
Even if they get the ball across 
mid-court before the 10-count, 
it’s hard to run the offense they 
want.

FULL-COURT PRESSURE
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‘Deep Back’ Looks To Trap Near Mid-Court  
The goal of this press isn’t to create as many turnovers as it is to disrupt the offense and 
take it out of what it wants to do once it enters the front court            
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Player movement Ball movement  Dribble Shot

1 Definitely apply pressure to the ball as you 
don’t want the point guard to have a clear path 
to the front court

3 Execute this trap right near mid-court with 
D3 having arms up so the pass can’t be 
made over the top into the front court

2 In this press, you are hanging back a 
bit and ensuring nothing beats you 
deep or on a reversal to the backside

5 On the next pass, two defenders must trap 
while to keep the offense from setting up 
to run what it wants  

4 D4 has to hustle into the front court in case 1 
tries to fire a pass ahead, which then would 
give the offense a numbers advantage and a 

high-percentage scoring chance  

WHY USE IT
This is a good balance from 
the aggressive press on the 
previous page.

SET UP
You are in a 2-2-1 full-court 
zone again but this time the 
deep defender is positioned 
deep at the free-throw line in 
the front court. Your second-
level defenders, D3 and D4, also 
are closer to mid-court in this 
look vs. the aggressive press on 
the previous play. 

HOW TO PLAY
On the pass to the point guard, 
D1 guards the ball handler. With 
the second-level defenders 
a little deeper, the offense 
usually has its second-level 
players in front of them to 
provide help to the ball handler. 
Your defenders simply rotate 
with D2 and D4 covering the 
middle and D3 staying behind 
5 [1]. D1 pressures the ball 
handler but if 1 dribbles all 
the way toward mid-court, 
that’s fine because you have 
D3 waiting to trap. D2 sprints 
back toward mid-court and 
D4 sprints to the front court to 
cut off a passing angle from 1 
over the impending trap [2]. 
If the pass is made ahead to 5, 
now D3 and D4 trap with D1 
dropping toward the lane and 
D2 covering the back side [3].

TECHNIQUE
The offense can’t get into a 
rhythm in the front court when 
it’s constantly being trapped 
and trying to find an open 
player. If your defenders rotate 
properly, there shouldn’t be 
anyone open.

FULL-COURT PRESSURE



Bert DeSalvo (pictured) went from coaching 
college women back to the high school ranks 
and is relearning the adjustments needed to 
be successful at this level

Bert DeSalvo (pictured) went from coaching 
college women back to the high school ranks 
and is relearning the adjustments needed to 
be successful at this level

Adjusting Your Coaching Approach
When a college coach takes a year off, then returns to the high-school level, he’s learning to be 
more patient, to slow down and do more teaching   

A s a college basketball coach 
for the past 12 seasons, it was 
a shock to my system to be 

out of the game for the past year. Due 
to the birth of our second child, our 
family wanted to take a step back from 
the competitive NCAA Division I and II 
lifestyle to allow me to see our children 
and be more available in general, which 
the rigors of the season and recruiting 
cycle do not allow. 

Nevertheless, I missed the game 
tremendously and I pursed a head 
coaching position at the high school 
level. I was recently hired at Rocky Hill 
School, a prestigious private institution 
in Rhode Island, which is known more for 
its academics than its athletics. This is an 
intriguing position for me because I can 
give back to my home state and build 
another program from the ground level. 

Here are some points coaches should 
keep in mind when changing from the 
college level (where wins are more of a 
focus) to the high school/middle school/
prep ranks (where basketball is just part 
of the overall educational experience). 

1. Do Not Assume. Coaches must teach 
no matter what level they coach but 
when at the lower levels or startup 
program, they cannot take anything 
for granted. Do not assume even the 

simplest terminology, rudimentary 
drill(s), basic skill(s) or strategies are 
known. Even though our practices 
have just begun, I have caught myself 
several times putting a drill on the 
floor that was much too advanced 
for our current roster. Be prepared to 
break down the simplest concepts so 
student-athletes who haven’t played 
much can grasp them and build a 
strong fundamental foundation.

2. Be Flexible & Invest. Practice plans 
may go completely awry due to the 
time spend teaching concepts and 
breaking down positioning, footwork, 
etc. Be flexible in not sticking to 
practice plans. Teaching is not a 
waste of time. Lay the groundwork 
for student-athletes to have future 
success. Just remember, “Rome was 
not built in a day,” and neither will 
your program! Do not stress if you 
don’t get to all of your practice plan. 
I have strayed from several practice 
plans already because the team was 
receptive to learning and I wanted 
to complete the lesson at hand while 
having their undivided attention. 
Likewise, a drill may be too complex to 
execute so you must have a Plan B, C 
and D to keep players engaged with a 
practice that has a pace.

3. Be A Positive Role Model. If you 
are entering a situation where the 
student-athletes have previously 
struggled, you may need to bring 
more positivity to your practices to 
keep players’ attitudes upbeat and the 
self-confidence high. Give a lot of high-
fives and able to make fun of yourself 
when appropriate. If a program has 
fallen on hard times before you arrived, 
players most likely aren’t accustomed 
to seeing the coach a positive leader 
and influence. It’s your job to show 
players how to support each other 
and have fun, while working hard to 
improve on a daily basis. Nothing is 
more important. 

In the first week, I said to myself, “this 
drill was not explained well enough,” “we 
haven’t even gone over transition offense 
yet” and “I gave them too much with 
this set.” This is normal at the start of the 
season, especially when you do not have 
an extended preseason practice time (like 
in college). Remind yourself to organize 
what is most important for your program 
and address each category as best you can. 

And, don’t forget, you are at a different 
level of basketball and relish that you get 
to reach receptive student-athletes on a 
daily basis.

Words by: 
Bert DeSalvo,  
head girls coach,  
Rocky Hill School, 
R.I.
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GUIDING YOUR TEAM 


