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A very inspirational set of lectures on man to man defence and offence from Coach 
Messina. Coach talked a lot about the importance of having your own system. The key to 
great coaching is taking your system and breaking it down in to progressional steps that 
you can teach your players. The trick is to move them along quickly enough so that they 
stay interested but slowly enough so they understand and are not overwhelmed with 
detail. Similarly it must be difficult enough to challenge them but not so difficult that 
they get frustrated and quit. This is the art of coaching. Working out how your system 
progresses and what the steps are along the way is as important as how the system works 
overall and is often overlooked. 
 
Another important aspect of coaching is selecting from a vast amount of knowledge at 
your disposal exactly what it is you want to teach. This is especially relevant in the non-
professional environment where practice time is limited. Partly for this reason, coach 
warned against simply copying a system that you find at a clinic but rather take elements 
that can be built into your system. Beware that the more you know makes it more 
difficult to coach in a sense as you face the problem of selecting what it is you are going 
to teach 
 
The most important thing is that players must feel that they are being led at an 
appropriate pace along a system to a clear end goal. Clear ideas are far more important 
than discipline. 
 
Coach talked about his principles on offence and defence rather than specific offensive 
plays or exactly how to defend certain screens. 
 
On defence: 
 
The goals of Coach’s defensive system are: 
 

1. Don’t give up a transition/easy basket. Too much time is spent on half court 
defence without enough attention being given to transition defence. Most 
defensive mistakes happen in the first 8 or last 5 seconds of possession. 

 
2. Challenge the set shot (especially a 3 pointer). Coach believes the two weakest 

fundamentals are passing, and shooting off the dribble. Therefore his system tries 
to force the offence to pass and shoot jump shots rather than set shots 

 
3. Limit offensive rebounding 

 
Coach believes you need about 15 points off the fast break and 10 from offensive 
rebounding to score more than 80 points. By following these principles he sees no reason 



why even Euroleague teams cannot be held to 55-60 points per game – just look at the 
stats on where the points come from!! 
 
Coach showed us some situations on how he implements these principles. A constant 
theme in his presentation was to work out what the offence wants to do and make them 
do something different. This is generally achieved by disrupting the passing lanes, and 
the timing of offensive execution. 
 
First and foremost take away the proper angles and passing lanes for good offensive play. 
For example, most systems when talking about post play talk about what to do when the 
player has the ball, eg force baseline, expect help from weak side or from the wing passer 
etc. Coach takes a different approach as he sees this as too reactive and prefers to have a 
more active defence.  
 
For example the key for him in post play is to not allow any player to catch the ball at the 
foul line extended., if the ball is at the foul line extended there is a perfect line between 
the passer, the post player and the basket, so most defenders play behind the post player 
in this situation. If the passer is above or below the foul line we can safely 3/4 the post 
player without risking the seal. If the ball is right on the foul line extended we have a 
great deal of difficultly doing this. The post has to step up off his preferred position or the 
wing player has to use his dribble. So Coach wants to take away passing angles before 
the action takes place, rather than reacting to what the offence has already done. 
 
In another example Coach looked at a widely used offensive set which is shown below. 1 
passes to 2, receives a pick from 5 and 4 and 3 stack on the weak side. The ball is 
reversed through 5 and 3 has several options coming off the pick. He can go straight for 
the shot, curl if the defence trails or fade to the corner if the defence cheats. 

 
Again, instead of reacting Coach wants to take options away from the offence before they 
get a chance to use them. Again, he does not focus on how 3 and 4’s defenders need to 
defend the stack. Instead, he focuses on making sure 5 does not catch the ball in an 
advantageous position. If he can be pushed up and away from the weak side stack by his 
defender, then the lob pass to the corner becomes much more difficult. Then he can teach 
3 and 4 to defend the weak side pick so that 3 really has to go to the corner to use the 
screen, but 5 is in a position whereby he cannot get it to him as the angle has been taken 
away. 
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As well as taking away the passing lanes Coach also wants to disrupt the timing of the 
offence. Good timing occurs when two people do something at the same time, and 
usually leads to good ball movement. A good defence must work to stop this. We do this 
with good ball pressure and using the body to slow down cutting. 
 
Good ball pressure is achieved by proper position when guarding the man with the ball. 
Coach is very keen to have a basic defensive stance which never changes. Ie he does not 
believe in swing steps and drop steps defensively as they are too slow. Coach wants his 
players to have maximum speed for lateral movement, and believes the basic stance for 
this one foot slightly ahead of the other (toe to middle of foot). 
 
If your defensive scheme calls for a player with the ball to be forced one way or the other 
then this is achieved by adjusting the lateral position of the body rasther than changing 
the stagger of the stance. The basic ‘straight-up’ position is to be straight in front of the 
player, your nose in line with his ‘like a wall’. To influence left or right your nose should 
be in line with the appropriate shoulder of the offensive player, rather than changing or 
exaggerating the stagger of the feet and sacrificing lateral speed. 
 
To disrupt timing we need to be aggressive on the ball. It is key to understand when your 
man is dangerous and when he his not. Eg, if the man has the ball up the defender can be 
close as he cannot dribble well. As the ball is brought down the defender must step back 
(but keeping the same stance!). The most common mistake he sees is a defender stepping 
close to the man when the ball is up (which is good) but as the ball is swung down drop 
stepping in order to stop the dribble and getting caught out with the offensive player 
driving in the opposite direction, setting round the front foot of the defender. Therefore 
Coach teaches to step back, which allows you then to move laterally and move your 
‘wall’ into the path of the attacker. 
 
Other fundamentals Coach stresses is the fact that players need to realise that arms and 
legs function separately. As the ball does up a players arm can go up but his legs do not 
need to move (they stay in his basic stance). Arms can go out to the side without having 
to drop step and sacrifice lateral mobility. Coach emphasises that defensive 1 on 1 
responsibility must be taught on the ball. Teaching team help and defensive rotations is 
good but we must never lose sight of the value of 1 on 1 on the ball defensive drills. 
 
To disrupt timing we also must ensure proper off the ball defence when we are close to 
the ball, when we are weak side, and when the ball is moved. If we are close to the ball 
we deny, using the hand in the passing lane (or the shoulder if you want a particularly 
aggressive scheme) but his key is to learn that you must change position if you change 
direction. For example, most coaches teach that if you are denying on the wing and the 
player cuts back door you simply change direction, going with your player, and switch 
denial hands and turn your head to the other side of the court when you can no longer see 
man and ball. Coach teaches that the position and direction of vision must change when 
the direction of sliding changes even if this means losing sight of the ball briefly. This is 
vital as you can therefore immediately see a) where your team mates are positioned for 
help, b) where you need to go should a team mate help and you need to get involved in a 



rotation, c) any potential back screens being set by the opposition which is more 
important than being able to see the ball in this situation. It’s more important to be able to 
see the area your man is trying to cut toward. For example, if 3 beats his man off the 
dribble, 2’s defender comes to help and 1’s defender needs to pick up 2’s man. However, 
if 1 had been cutting back door at the time 3 drove to the basket and 1’s defender had not 
turned his head and was still looking at the ball he would only see 2 arriving to help and 
would not see where he had to go to be involved in the rotation. If he turns his head 
immediately so he can see the help area he will see 2 leave his man and know that he has 
to fill the gap. 
 
 

  
 
In the paint Coach teaches it slightly different. If a post player comes to the ball (either 
low or high post) then tries to go backdoor he teaches to open up in order to get the 
attacker on your back and to push out of the lane. Pushing a post player out of position 
destroys the timing and alters the expected angle. If we defend the back door cut here as 
we do on the perimeter we lost sight of the ball too close to the basket and we have no 
way of legally pushing a player out of the lane. 
 
If we are guarding a player off the ball but on the weak side we do not deny but have one 
foot in the paint, and one on the line of the key. If the player is a good three point shooter 
you might straddle the key instead (remember we do not give up a three point set shot, we 
need to get out and contest). The footwork here is key. The foot that is in the paint needs 
to be slightly forward in order to defend the flash cut as shown below. 
 

Here – the off ball defender’s left foot is slightly forward. Should his defender flash to 
the high post he will try to get in the lane by pivoting to his right. By having his left foot 
slightly forward he is in a good starting point to get there in time and avoid the foul. As 
his man moves he will move up and down the key but without changing the stance by 
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drop stepping. Also, by having one shoulder slightly forward you are already in a good 
position to fight through screens than if you were parallel with the baseline. 
 
Also crucial is what to do as the ball is moved. Coach teaches to step to the ball one step 
before worrying about your man (stepping off him if the pass was strong side to weak or 
to him if weak side to strong) whereas the first instinct, and more traditional play is to 
move to or off the player immediate. For example, when playing the post 3/4 if the ball is 
passed away to the top most people teach the post player to open. Coach teaches a step 
toward the ball first as shown. This is to stop the flash cut by the post player toward the 
ball. 
 

 
In this way the post player cannot flash to the ball once the point guard catches it. The 
timing and passing angles of the offence have been disrupted. 
 
Similarly, when the ball is passed out from a drive the first step must be toward the ball 
rather than recovering to the man. Coach believes that generally help is good but only the 
great teams recover well. In the example below, 3 drives and sees 2’s defender coming to 
help to kicks it out to 1. Usually 2’s defender would then hustle back to his man to avoid 
the entry pass. Coach teaches that the first step must be to 1, then find 2. If he rushes to 2 
it is far too easy for 2 to flash cut to the ball in front of the approaching defender, get an 
easy pass from 1 and a layup (and probably a foul). Coach calls this moving up the 
defence as the ball is passed out.  

 
We must block flash cuts as our first priority over the top of a player. Always force 
backdoor and have a help/recover scheme to deal with this, if an offensive player 
manages a flash/front cut it is too difficult. Similarly if a weak side guard needs to drop to 
the line of the ball to help the helper he must do it diagonally as shown in order to stop 
the front cut. In the example below 1’s defender must drop to where 2’s defender was 
rather than where 2 himself is. This is a very common mistake and generally allows 2 to 
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get over the top of 1’s defender for a very easy pass. Always stop the front cut and have a 
system for defending the resulting back door. 
 

 
 
Coach teaches these by using drills that start simply (often very similar to the diagrams 
shown above) then building up to 3 on 3 and 4 on 4 and eventually 5 on 5. He also had 
teams always run a fast break when they got a stop, even in 2 on 2 basic defensive break 
down drills to associate the scoring opportunity with hard defensive effort and to teach 
the value of the ball. He also runs scrimmages where points only count if there is a 
successful defensive stop on the next possession, which is an exceptionally good drill. 
 
Coach believes the most difficult part of all this is to be able to teach the whole picture, 
break it down into parts and put it back together as the overall picture. Some coaches 
focus on one at the expense of the other but the reality is you need both – and getting the 
progression right is the most important thing. 
 
Coach also talked about how to spot and correct mistakes. When he first started coaching 
he found it very difficult to work out what exactly was wrong as so much was going on. 
Now he uses two principles 
 

• if a defender is late getting to the man with the ball there is a problem with your 
defence 

• if there is no defender in the key there is a problem with your defence 
 
if you see any of these get the team to freeze and then look at what is wrong, but these 
two are great indicators. The majority of mistakes are bad positioning, bad footwork or 
bad court awareness. Footwork is so important in basketball and is the most underrated 
fundamental is Coach’s opinion. Instincts too are very important, one of a coach’s 
greatest challenges is to develop his player’s instincts. 
 
 
 

1
5

2 x

x


