How to Best Develop the Youth Basketball Player

What is the best way to develop the youth basketball player?  There are a lot of choices out there with a lot of different ideas.  Let me start by saying that all coaches believe in their particular methods.  They wouldn’t be doing what they are doing if they didn’t believe it worked.  This paper is not an argument against what anyone else is doing; rather this paper makes the argument for what we do.  I hope after reading it, you will agree.

WHERE TO PLAY – Where should the player that is serious about improving play?  There are a lot of choices.  Let’s have a look at some of them.  

· City Leagues – Many of the local cities run leagues.  Most of these leagues aren’t very competitive.  If the goal is to get a bunch of the neighborhood kids together and have a local parent coach the team with a minimum of commitment, city league is a great choice.  It can be loads of fun … but it won’t really help make you better.

· Middle School Teams – Livermore, Pleasanton and Dublin have a fantastic MS league.  But it does have its draw backs.  First off, 6th grade is considered non competitive with no cuts and equal play time.  The 7th and 8th grade leagues can be good but there is no guarantee of playtime.  Also, the season is very short (about 2 months).  For kids in the SRVUSD, the middle school league is little more than baby sitting with no cuts, up to about 30 kids on a team.  It is really more like an after school intra mural league.  In fact, they wear PE uniforms.

· CYO Teams – This is a popular choice.  There are a lot of good CYO teams and good CYO coaches out there.  The problem with CYO for the serious player is that it only runs from about early October to mid February.  Now if you play for a coach that is very involved, you will play 4 tournaments plus league play plus playoffs and get about 25 to 30 games in the process.  If you don’t play for one of those coaches, you might take up half the year to play 10 games, not very efficient.  Also, most CYO coaches primarily (if not exclusively) run the 2-3 zone defense because it is easy to do.  The problem with that is your kids don’t improve.  Also, there are many CYO coaches that are great volunteers trying to give kids a healthy activity but really don’t know the game that well.  Great for recreation and fun, bad for player development.

· AAU Teams – Many people seem to think AAU is some magic acronym that automatically means good or elite.  It is neither.  Rather, AAU is just another group that runs tournaments and leagues.  Like all groups, there are good and bad AAU teams and coaches.  Most HS coaches lump all AAU into something bad saying no fundamentals are taught and that it is all run and gun playground basketball.  I think that’s unfair.  I think there are some great AAU coaches out there teaching the right stuff.  That said, they are in the minority.  There are many more that just want to find speed athletes to trap and run with, which is an effective way to win games against younger players but doesn’t work too well as they get older.  That’s why HS teams don’t play that way.  The style simply doesn’t work against bigger, stronger, older kids.

· Bulldogs Basketball – So what makes us different?  Well first off, we are a club team meaning we can play anywhere.  We play AAU, MVP, Slam n’ Jam, NAYSA and anywhere else we can get a game.  We pride ourselves on teaching the fundamentals.  A lot of coaches say they teach fundamentals.  I always ask them, what does that mean?  What fundamentals do you teach?  I know what it means to us.  I come from Excel in Basketball, the top fundamentals first basketball camp in California.  That’s really where I learned to coach.  So what are fundamentals to us?  Dribbling, passing, shooting, rebounding, man to man defense, conditioning and basic offensive movement.  When we practice, we devote the first 30 minutes to a fundamentals segment of Dribbling, Passing, Shooting & Rebounding.  Next, we spend 15 minutes on the all important transition game.  Then we move to about 45 minutes of individual and team offensive and defensive skills.  Finally, we try to play for about ½ hour running about a 15 minutes of zone offense vs. zone defense and 15 minutes of motion offense vs. man to man defense.  We believe firmly in the 2 practices to 1 game formula.  Do we always hit that number?  No but we try.  Another thing that makes us different is the coaching.  Our coaches are all on the same page working together as one staff for all the kids.  Not only with their team.  Through 15 years of coaching, lots of trial and error and literally, thousands of kids taught, I have developed a system of basketball that I believe is best for teaching the young player the right way to play.  For ingraining the right habits.  Honestly, it is nothing I made up.  Rather it is a piece from this program, another from that all blended into one format.  The stuff we do comes from places and coaches like Michigan State and Tom Izzo, West Virginia and Bob Huggins, North Carolina and Roy Williams, Indiana and Bobby Knight, Duke and Coach K, Kansas and Bill Self, Princeton and Pete Carrill and De La Salle HS and Coach Frank Allocco.

So what is best?  I would say it is a combination.  What you need is a combination of good coaching that plays the game the right way with good competition.  Now, I would tell you all that can be had locally.  First off, let’s talk about the coaching.  You need to find good coaching and then get out of the way.  This is the single most important factor.  Get good instruction.  Let the coach do his or her job and you just re-emphasize what they are saying, help your child to work on what the coach is stressing.  Ideally, I would say find a good coach in a year round program and stick with him or her.  That way, the child is getting one message all year.  Not conflicting messages from different coaches.  Too many coaches = too many messages.  That’s one of the beauties of the Bulldogs.  No matter which coach you are working with, they are all working together preaching the same message.  As I am the lead instructor, all coaches teach the things I stress so no mixed messages.  And when I say, we provide good coaching, I point to our track record of successful players.  Look at any Tri Valley HS Varsity, JV or Freshman Boys team.  They are all loaded with our guys.  In fact, we have 13 ex players playing in college right now.

Next, find a team that plays the game the right way.  What does that mean?  I think it means, plays in a style that will a) develop the individual players skills both offensively and defensively and b) will prepare them for HS and possibly (if the player is athletically gifted enough) college basketball.  What is that style?  Man to Man defense and Read and React Motion Offense.  Man to Man defense teaches them self reliance, to say, I have to stop you on my own (even if we do play help side defense).  Frankly, when played right, it is the most complicated defense there is.  So many coaches, even if they wanted to, couldn’t teach it correctly because they simply don’t know how.  So they teach a simple 2-3 zone that says, we will clog the area close to the basket and hope you can’t shoot.  My question to them is, if you can’t play man and guard a guy, how can you play zone?  Offensively, we believe the right way to play is a Read and React Motion style of offense.  One that teaches our players to understand what they see and act accordingly.  Not a set play that says “run to spot X, pass to spot Y and let the guy in spot Z shoot”.  That teaches kids to be robots.  Our system says, read the guy with the ball and your own defender and then take what they give us.  By the way, the other reason we feel this is the right way to play is it is the way of Bobby Knight (Indiana and Texas Tech), Mike Krychewski (Duke), Pete Carrill (Princeton and the Sacramento Kings), Roy Williams (North Carolina), Bill Self (Kansas), Bob Huggins (Cincinnati and West Virginia), Frank Allocco (De La Salle HS) etc, etc., etc…. 

Finally, you need good competition.  Again, we believe in the leagues and tournaments we play in as solid, mostly local competition.  We play mainly at the highest levels of the MVP League locally.  The beauty of this league is the many levels of competition at every grade level so all our teams can be challenged.  And for the really elite teams, they can just play up a grade if need be.  They will be tested.  There is no need to go to Houston, West Virginia, Vegas, LA etc to find competition.  Trust me, no matter how good your team is, I can find a team within 15 minutes of where you are sitting to beat you by simply playing up.  And when we talk about competition, the best competition we get is in practice.  Because of our numbers, we can break down by skill level and really compete in practice.  And if we believe in the 2 practices to 1 game model, isn’t practice where good competition is most important?  Finally, for our more Elite teams, we offer some limited tournament and travel.  If a great player were to play for one of our Red teams (our top teams in each grade) for an entire Spring, Summer and Fall season, they would play 3 leagues at the Flight level (30 games) plus the Reno AAU Memorial Day event (4 games), the State Games Qualifier (3 Games), the California State Games in San Diego (5 games) and the MVP Labor Day Tournament (3 games) for a total of about 45 games.  If that isn’t an “Elite” enough schedule for the youth player, I don’t know what is.    

So, when you talk about a combination of good coaching, playing the right way and playing with and against good competition, we believe we offer the best all those with our staff and proven techniques for player development combined with great local competition and some tournament play as well.  My recommendation would be play with the Bulldogs as a primary team and if you want a second team, choose your local CYO team to play with the local kids and have some fun.    

What about people that say your child needs “exposure”.  The only players that need Exposure are HS Varsity players that are on “The D-1 Track”.  Those are the kids that will probably play Division 1 College basketball.  Do younger players need exposure?  No.  Why would they?  So they can get rated by some silly service that rates 6th graders.  Who cares?  Until a college is interested in them playing, there is no reason to spend the money traveling around the country to play basketball unless you have money to burn and it sounds like fun.  We go to Reno because it is a fun bonding experience for our teams yet close enough to be in expensive.  We leave San Diego up to each qualified individual team as to whether they participate or not. 

So, what is best for your child?  Well, as I said at the start, this paper is the argument for why we believe we are your best choice.  We believe we have great coaches, teaching the right stuff and playing in the best arenas.  We hope you will give us an opportunity to prove it to you,

Paul LeClaire 

