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 by Don Showalter

Zone Offense 
Principles

Don Showalter graduated with a physi-
cal education major and a biology minor 
at Wartburg College in 1974. In the same 
year he started his coaching career at 
Lone Tree Schools, where he worked 
until 1976. From 1976 to 1984 he was head 
coach at Central Elkander Community 
Schools, where he also teached biology. 
Since 1984 he is head coach at Mid-
Prairie Community Schools. During his 
career, he won 15 district titles.

We look to play a very efficient and ef-
fective zone offense. To achieve our 
goal, the players must first understand 
the basic foundations of a solid zone of-
fense. Therefore, they need to under-
stand that: 

1. Fast breaks beat the zone down the 
floor.

2. We must have constant player move-
ment.

3. We must penetrate the gaps.
4. We need to make all movements 

meaningful and fast.
5. We need aggressive board play.
6. We must show patience against all 

zone defenses.
7. We must find ways to get the ball in-

side.

I will now suggest some specific drills 
that I find useful for helping players un-
derstand the correct application of these 
zone offense concepts. Repeat these 
drills often and players should automati-

cally know what to do during the game 
when a similar situation arises.

DRILL N. 1
▼ 1 passes inside to 5 and moves to the 

right or left away from the defender, 
preferably in the direction of the de-
fender’s back. 5 then passes back out 
to 1 for an open shot (diagr. 1).

 Point of emphasis: The offense should 
always relocate after a pass. Do not 
stand in the same spot you passed the 
ball from. 

DRILL N. 2
▼ 1 penetrates the gap between X1 and 

X2. Once X1 and X2 stop, 1 passes to 2 
or 3 (diagr. 2). 
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 Point of emphasis: Penetrating the 
gaps in the zone forces two defenders 
to guard one offensive player, thereby 
opening up a teammate on another 
part of the court. 

DRILL N. 3
▼ 1 passes to 5 on the low block. 5 turns 

and passes out to 2 for a shot (diagr. 3). 
 Point of emphasis: The ball must go 

inside and then back out to the weak 
side perimeter. This technique keeps 
the defense from cheating in too much 
and should also help isolate the post 
player with the ball. 

DRILL N. 4
▼ 2 should step into the open spot for a 

D.3

D.4

D.5

D.1

D.2

D.6

D.7

D.8

skip pass. 2 must stay outside 15-20 
feet for the shot (diagr. 4). 

 Point of emphasis: Wing players should 
make themselves open for skip passes.

DRILL N. 5
▼ 1, 2, and 3 should reverse the ball 

quickly from one side of the court to 
the other. This forces the low for-
ward to step out and guard the wing 
player (diagr. 5).

 Point of emphasis: Once the forward 
commits to guarding the wing, the 
offense can attack. 

DRILL N. 6
▼ When ball is on the wing and the op-

posite low post 5 sees an opening in 
the middle of the zone, he flashes to 
that open spot (diagr. 6). 

 Point of emphasis: Post players must 
flash to the middle to keep the de-
fense honest.

DRILL N. 7
▼ The perimeter offensive players, 1, 

2, and 3, must make a pass and then 
fake a pass the second time the ball 
is touched. This is especially impor-
tant for the player on top of the key 
(diagr. 7). 

 Point of emphasis: Pass fakes 
against a zone are possibly more ef-
fective than the passes themselves. 
By making a pass fake (selling it 
with a good, hard fake), you can get 
all five defenders to shift positions. 

DRILL N. 8
▼ 3 puts up the shot and 2 crashes the 

board from the weak side (diagr. 8). 
 Point of emphasis: This is a great 

opportunity to get the rebound be-
cause there are no blocking out as-
signments.

DRILL N. 9
▼ 1 uses the dribble to drag the de-

fender over towards him. He then 
can pass the ball to 2, who is now 
open, creating an attack situation 
(diagr. 9). 

 Point of emphasis: Drag the defense 
with you, then release the ball. The 
dribble will pull the defense out of 
position. 

DRILL N. 10
▼ 3 dribbles up from the baseline, pull-

ing the defense up with him. 4 steps 
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out behind the zone. 3 passes to 4 for 
the shot (diagr. 10). 

 Point of emphasis: Similar to the drag 
dribble, 3 is creating an open space in 
the zone by utilizing a dribble. The 
ball-side low-post player 4 should rec-
ognize this and move to the now va-
cated area. 

D.9

D.10

D.11

D.12

D.13

D.14

D.15

D.16
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D.18

D.19

D.20

DRILL N. 11
▼ 1 passes to 4 in the short corner. The 

high post 5 dives to the basket down 
the middle of the zone. 4 looks to 
pass to 5 for the shot (diagr. 11). 

 Point of emphasis: If a player re-
ceives a pass in the short corner, the 
defense should cover that player, 
thereby opening up the middle for 
the high post. 

DRILL N. 12
▼ 1 skip passes the ball over the zone 

to 2. The opposite wing 2 stays out-
side the three-point line, and gets 
ready to receive the pass and take 
the shot (diagr. 12). 

 Point of emphasis: 2, by staying out-
side the three-point circle, forces 
the defense to stay spread out and 
cover more area. 

DRILL N. 13
▼ The wing players should look to pen-

etrate the guard/forward gap in the 
zone and kick the ball out to the op-
posite wing for the shot (diagr. 13). 

D.17

D.22

D.23

D.21

 Point of emphasis: The weak side 
defense is probably already cheat-
ing to the middle of the court to cov-
er the post players. The penetration 
might draw them in more and open 
up the court for outside shots.

DRILL N. 14
▼ The post players 4 should look to 

screen the baseline defenders and 

then step to the ball. The perimeter 
players can utilize pass fakes to set 
up the post player (diagr. 14). 

 Point of emphasis: The screen can 
be used to open up a player for a 
skip pass. If defended, the screener 
should step to the ball and may find 
himself open. 

When the moves of the previous drills 
are assimilated, we can sum them up 
with the following 4-on-4 zone offense 
plays:

Attack the diamond: 1 penetrates the 
gap between X1 and X2 and passes to 3 
in the short corner; 3 makes a pass to 2 
on the weak side. 4, who was in the low 
post on the weak side, opens himself in 
the short corner, ready to get the ball 
from 2 (diagr. 15).

3 vs. box: 1 passes the ball to 2 on the 
wing; 2 pretends to drive to the basket 
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but instead makes a pass to the weak 
side player, 3, who penetrates and pass-
es again out to 1 (diagr. 16).

Hi-lo drill: We want to train “hi-lo” 
moves. After a pass from 1 to 2, the ball 
goes to the high post 4, who made a 
flash cut, coming from the low post on 
the weak side. 5, who is in the low post 
on the strong side, opens himself in the 
center of the area, ready to get the ball 
from 4 (diagr. 17).

4-on-4 Zone: 1 penetrates the gap be-
tween the first defensive line, then 
passes to 2, who fakes a drive to the 
basket and passes the ball to the oppo-
site side to 3, who makes a dribble, then 
gives the ball to 4, coming along the 
baseline from the opposite side (diagr. 
18).
Now, let’s take a look to some effective 
5-on-5 offensive plays.

1-3-1 offense: 1 passes to 3 on the wing, 
while 4, from the low post, gets open in 
the corner (diagr. 19). 3 passes to 4 and 
cuts towards the basket, while 1 replac-
es him. 2 replaces 1 and 5 moves to the 
elbow (diagr. 20). The ball is passed 
back to 1 and 3 continues his cutting 
move to the weak side, while 5 goes to 
the low post (diagr. 21). Now we want to 
pass the ball: 1 passes to 2, 5 makes a 
flash cut toward the opposite elbow, 
and 3 opens in the wing (diagr. 22). 
When 3 receives the ball, 4 cuts to the 

strong side along the baseline, and 5 
shifts centrally to the free-throw line 
(diagr. 23). We can finalize: 3 can go to 
the basket or else pass to 4 for a shot 
from the corner and then cut to start a 
new move; other players move at the 
same time (diagr. 24).

“Cyclone” offense: 1 drives and passes 
to 2 on the wing. 5, who is in the low 
post on the strong side, fakes a cut un-
der the basket and turns again towards 
the ball, ready to receive it from 2. In 
the meantime, 4, moving from the low 
post on the weak side, makes a flash 
cut to the elbow on the strong side (dia-
gr. 25).

“Double” offense: 1 passes to 2 and 
cuts to the angle on the weak side. 2 
dribbles to the opposite wing, while 3, 
from the wing, and 4, from the low post, 
set a stagger screen for 5, who moves 

D.24

D.25

D.26

D.27

D.28

D.29

D.30

to the low post on the strong side, ready 
to get the ball from 1, who received from 
2 (diagr. 26).

“Hammer” offense: 2 receives the ball 
from 1, then passes to 4 in the corner. 4 
passes the ball to 3 on the opposite 
wing and makes a flash cut to the ball, 
exploiting a screen by 5, who opens in 
low post (diagr. 27).

“Iowa” offense: 1 passes to 3, who 
passes back to 1, while from the oppo-
site wing, 2 cuts to the angle using a 
screen by 5, who opens up and is ready 
to receive the ball (diagr. 28).

“Martin” offense: 1 is in the middle of 
the court with the ball. 2 is at the free-
throw line and 3, 4, and 5 are flanked in 
low post. 2 opens in the wing; after this 
move, 3 opens in the opposite wing, 4 
goes under the basket, and 5 opens in 
the middle of the lane ready to get the 
ball from 1, to which 2 has passed the 
ball back (diagr. 29).

“Overload” offense: 1 passes to 3 on the 
wing, 3 passes to 4 on the corner; mean-
while, 2, coming from the opposite wing, 
cuts to the angle on the strong side, first 
exploiting screens by 5, who cuts from 
the low post on the weak side to the 
high post on the strong side, and anoth-
er screen by 4, after he has has passed 
back to 3. He opens in the corner, ready 
to get a ball for the shot (diagr. 30).
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Frane Erculj coached all age categories of male and female 
basketball players at the Slovan (Ljubljana, Slovenia) as well as 
with different national team selections. He was awarded a doc-
toral degree in 1998. Now he works as a Associate Professor at 
Faculty of Sport (Ljubljana) for the subject Theory and Method-
ology of Basketball. He has published over 200 expert and re-
search works on basketball in Slovenia and abroad. He is the 
author and co-author of several basketball books and manuals 
and an active member of the Basketball Federation of Slovenia. 
He is also the head of the Basketball Measurement Team at the 
Institute of Sport, whose chief task is to perform measurements 
and provide counseling to basketball players.

For several years, at the Faculty of Sport in Ljubljana we have 
been systematically monitoring the motor abilities of elite young 
Slovenian male and female basketball players. We have created 
an extensive database and based on that we have established 
norms for different age categories and playing positions. 
This enables a comparison between different generations of 
male and female players and, based on the established norms, 
an evaluation of the results they achieve during the tests. 

From 25 to 30 June 2007 an FIBA International Basketball Camp 
for U15 Girls was held in Postojna, Slovenia. It was organised by 
the Basketball Federation of Slovenia. During this camp top 
young female basketball players from 15 European countries (the 
Czech Republic, Slovakia, Greece, Belgium, Croatia, Italy, Roma-
nia, Finland, Portugal, Germany, the Netherlands, Bulgaria, Aus-
tria, Wales and Scotland) were tested. 
Each country was represented by two elite basketball players 
who were also members of their national team. 

Unfortunately, due to time pressure and the strenuous schedule 
of the basketball camp, we were unable to test all players who 
attended the camp and to use the complete test battery which is 
commonly applied when testing young Slovenian male and fe-
male basketball players. The reduced test battery which was ap-
plied in this camp covers the basic dimensions of the 
morphological-motor potential of young female players. 

The test battery consisted of nine motor tests (Table 1). 
The subjects performed each test three times and the best result 

was included in the data processing. 

Table 1: Motor tests*

The body height and body mass of the players were also mea-
sured.

TESTING AND EVALUATING 
THE MOTOR POTENTIAL 
OF YOUNG BASKETBALL 
PLAYERS 

       by Frane Erčulj 

Figure 1. 20 m sprint (S20) 

CODE TEST ABILITY UNIT

CMJ Counter movement jump Speed strength and elasticity cm
BBT Basketball throw Speed strength and acyclic speed dm
MBT Medicine ball throw  Explosive strength  dm
DJ25 Drop jump – height 25 cm Explosive strength and elasticity cm
S20 20 m sprint – high start Acceleration and cyclic speed sec
TT5 T-test (5 + 5 m) Agility and take-off reaction time sec
S6x5 6 x 5 m sprint run Agility (changing of direction by 180°)  sec
D20 20 m sprint dribbling Acceleration and cyclic speed 
  with a ball sec
D6x5 6 x 5 m sprint dribbling Agility in dribbling  sec
  (changing of direction by 180°)  

* Detailed description of the technology and tests that had been used can be found on FIBA EUROPE web site 
(http://www.fibaeurope.com/)
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Figure 2. The shuttle run test, 6 x 5 m sprint run (S6X5) 
Figure 3. T-test (TT5), including the arrangement of the photocells, 
jump mat and indicator lights.

Thirty female basketball players were tested during the camp, 
classified as 18 guards, 8 forwards and 4 posts.
 All players were healthy and had no injuries. Their average age 
was 14.73 (±0.45) years, body height 170.38 (±7.36) cm, body mass 
61.88 (±7.28) kg, and number of playing years 4.83 (±1.66). 

Table 2. Arithmetic means and standard deviations of the motor 
tests 

The test results of individual players were processed by a spe-
cial SMMS 1.0 software application designed at the Faculty of 
Sport. The application is based on multi-parameter decision-
making. 

Figure 4 shows a printout of the results of four guards of different 
quality levels. It consists of a decision tree, the players’ rough 
results and their conversion into numerical and descriptive 
forms. The application multiplies the numerical results with re-
spective weights and divides the result by the weight specified 
on the first branch of the tree. 
Then the results on each first branch of the decision tree are 
summed up. The outcome is an evaluation of the factor which 
determines each first branch of the tree. This procedure involv-
ing multiplication, division and addition is carried out in the same 
way at all higher-level branches, up to the trunk of the tree (PO-
TENTIAL).

                 GUARDS                  FORWARDS        CENTERS ALL

Code Unit Mean Std. Dev. Mean Std. Dev. Mean Std. Dev. Mean Std. Dev.

CMJ     cm 27.52 4.76 29.22 2.94 27.64 2.94 27.64 4.19

BBP       dm 68.77 7.28 78.37 7.52 78.37 7.52 72.64 8.60

MBP     dm 43.77 4.90 48.62 4.17 48.62 4.17 45.62 5.02

DJ25     cm 25.21 3.81 25.82 2.04 25.82 2.04 25.22 3.27

S20        sec 3.52 .15 3.51 .14 3.51 .14 3.55 0.18

TT5       sec 3.22 .21 3.19 .07 3.19 .07 3.22 0.18

S6x5     sec 9.65 .46 9.48 .43 9.48 .43 9.67 0.47

D20 sec 3.75 .22 3.73 .20 3.73 .20 3.75 0.21

D6x5 sec 10.03 .54 9.91 .50 9.91 .50 9.99 0.56

The data in the printout are analysed for each player separately 
at the highest levels of the decision tree (POTENTIAL, Morpho-
logical potential and Motor potential). Then the analysis covers 
the results at lower levels as regards the morphological and mo-
tor potentials. In the decision tree that was used, the morpho-
logical potential only consists of body height. Motor potential is 
structured at three levels, which is why the data are first analy-
sed at the top level (Conditional abilities and Technique and co-
ordination) and then also at lower levels. 

The Faculty of Sport uses a similar method to process and evalu-
ate the results of testing all young male and female players of the 
Slovenian national teams. A more complex decision tree is used, 
comprising a wider battery of motor, functional and psycho-so-
cial tests as well as higher norms for evaluating the achieved 
results (by gender, age and playing position). The results of our 
studies show that the male and female basketball players of the 
Slovenian national teams with high scores for the said morpho-
logical-motor potential were also better players in general. 

Legend:
Res  rough result of measurement
f (x)  numerical evaluation (from 0.0 to 5.5)
Estim  descriptive estimation (from very bad to excellent)

Figure 4. Printout of selected results 
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 by Ettore Messina  by Lele Molin

Ettore Messina started his coaching ca-
reer with the youth teams of Reyer Vene-
zia, when he was only 16 years old. From 
1980 to 1982, he was responsible for 
youth teams at Mestre and in 1982/83 he 
was assistant coach at Udine. In 1983 he 
goes to Virtus Bologna, as responsible 
for youth teams and assistant coach of 
the main team. As head coach in Italy, he 
coached Virtus Bologna (1989-93 and 
1997-2002) and Benetton Treviso (2002-
2005), winning four Italian Champion-
ships, two Euroleague titles, eight Italian 
Cups one European Cup and one Italian 
Supercup. From 1993 to 1997 he coached 
the Italian National team, winning the 
gold medal at the Mediterranean Games 
and the silver medal at the Goodwill 
Games and at the European Champion-
ship in Barcelona. Since 2005, he coach-
es CSKA Moscow, where he won three 
Russian Championships, two Euroleague 
titles (2006 and 2008) and two Russian 
Cups (2006 and 2007).

Lele Molin started to coach in 1978 as 
assistant coach of the youth team at 
Mestre. From 1985 to 2000 he worked at 
Benetton Treviso, alternatively as head 
coach of the youth team (1985-88 and 
1992-95) and as assistant coach of the 
main team (1988-92 and 1995-2000). Since 
2000 he's assistant coach of Ettore Mes-
sina, first at Virtus Bologna, then at Tre-
viso and finally at CSKA Moscow.

CSKA is a team with strong defensive 
skills; this is fundamental in building an 
high-level winning group. However, de-
fense alone will not make the winning 
difference. In fact, a well-balanced of-

Fitting Fitting 
the opponentthe opponent
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D.3D.1 D.2

fense, whose goal is to achieve an ad-
vantage by profiting from an opponent’s 
weaknesses and using its own particular 
offensive skills, is equally as important.
In the last three years, our defeats were 
often due to an incorrect reading of the 
opponent’s defense and to our failure to 
properly instruct the team. This is partly 
what happened in the first game of the 
Euroleague playoff series against Olym-
piacos Piraeus.
On offense, Olympiacos, tried to reduce 
the speed of the game and defy our de-
vensive set ups by isolating its best scor-
ers in one-on-one and two-on-two 
situations. Obviously, our defense was an 
important factor in containing one-on-
one plays and defending against the pick-
and-roll, but the way we attacked their 
defensive selections was even more de-
cisive.
First of all, I should point out that Olympi-
acos is a tall team, with forwards and 

D.4

D.5
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centers that are capable of exchanging 
their defensive roles. They are extremely 
skilled and quickly cover up spaces and 
guard the basket very well. Iannakis  
planned the following defensive match-
ups:
▼  Greer vs Holden.
▼  Blakney or Teodosic vs Langdon.
▼  Vassilopoulos vs Siskauskas 
 and Papaloukas.
▼  Boroussis or Tsakalidis vs Smodis.
▼  Woods or Printzesis vs Andersen.
Their principal goal was to limit the inside 
play of Smodis, Siskauskas, and Papalou-
kas. This would not allow us any advan-
tage with post-up offense, limiting our 
scoring in the process but, most of all, 
depriving our team of its most important 
source of offense. According to their 
strategy, the only mismatch allowed was 
on Andersen, who should have sustained 
all the offensive liabilities.
Since we showed little patience in 
searching for the most opportune scoring 
advantage and because we had a wrong 
reading of what was happening to us on 
defense, we ended up abusing the pick-
and-roll.
I think that coach Iannakis foresaw all 
this: their defense was perfectly arranged 
against our offense with the pick-and-roll 
(diagr. 1). 
The defensive swap, with a three-man 
rotation (diagr. 2 and 3) covering the pos-
sible advantageous mismatch near the 
basket with X4 or X3, and kept us from 
gaining an advantage with inside play. 
Their size and their zone skills gave us a 
mismatch situation far from the basket, in 
congested spaces, and during the last 
seconds of possession. This is just what 
our philosophy would have avoided. Un-
fortunately, we understood it too late! 
The series was already 0-1 and 48 hours 
later we would play the most important 
game of the season at Piraeus, in the 
presence of 12,000 Olympiacos support-
ers.
Our first choice to get around their de-
fense was to reduce to a minimum (al-
most abolishing) all pick-and-roll 
situations. Their tactics, using defensive 
swaps, were successful and prevented 
us from having a well-balanced offense. 
Looking back, we should have been more 
patient. We should have tried to pass the 
ball to our centers in post-up situations 
and we should have punished their de-
fense on the weak side. Their players lost 
defensive match-ups in these situations 
because they collapsed in the area to 
prevent us from inside play. 
When the center got the ball, offense 
moved on the weak side (diagr. 4) and 
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would have free up our shooters. This 
would have allowed us to get the ball in 
good scoring conditions, with plenty of 
time on the click and space to play one-
on-one or, at least, pick up fouls.
That’s how you keep a well-balanced of-
fense! You need to not only look for ad-
vantageous mismatches near the basket, 
but also for opportunities to pass the ball 
to the low post, as well as read weak-
side situations (diagr. 5). We didn’t want 
to renounce the post-up of Siskauskas 
and Papaloukas, so we proceeded to a 
peculiar reading of the incoming situa-
tion.
In our “2 low” offense that we use to get 
Siskauskas the ball in the low post (diagr. 
6), we didn’t attack on the first side, but 
on the reversal side (diagr. 7). Siskauskas 
and Papaloukas were free to get the ball 
near the basket or, stretching spaces, to 
run to the angle. In this last situation, ex-
pecially if X5 had made a swap, players 
would have attacked one-on-one cen-
trally (diagr. 8). In this way, we took ad-
vantage of this situation and, at the same 
time, we had a coreect spacing on the 
weak side. Finally we decided to attack 
their defensive match-ups that were so 
effective in zoning against our pick-and-
roll, trying to create spaces for one-on-
one situations.
We did not add anything new, but, using 
our defensive organization, we taught our 
team to attack with the “fit spaces” sys-
tem. Every time that Siskauskas was 
mtached-up with Woods and Vassilopou-
los, we made him run in our “1” offense 
(diagr. 9).
When Siskauskas got the ball, he was al-
lowed to attack his opponent, playing 
one-on-one (diagr. 10). Also in this case, 
it was important to take care of the weak 
side spacing so that we could punish 
their floating defense. In an analogous 
way, we played the same situation for 
Langdon, when he was matched up with 
Macijauskas. In game 1, Greer was a cru-
cial factor and so we thought not only to 
limit him offensively, but also to attack 
him with Holden, in order to tire him and 
trouble him with fouls.
Using Holden’s quickness in one-on-one 
situations, we created an isolation situa-
tion (diagr. 11), in which we attacked 
Greer in the early seconds of possession. 
As you may know, the game ended with a 
victory for us (83-73) and this proved to 
be a fundamental step we needed to take 
to eventually reach the title. Not only did 
we qualify for the Final Four in Madrid, 
but more importantly for us, it confirmed 
that we could rely on our technical and 
mental skills in extreme psychological 
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pressure conditions. There was no doubt 
that our analysis and countermoves were 
correct and effective, but their execution 
came down to the ability of our players: 
their individual technical abilities, their 

game knowledge, their experience, and 
their heart and courage were critical ele-
ments to our success. Without these im-
portant characteristics, no strategy 
would ever have been successful.
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