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Zone Attack for Beginners 
Many coaches struggle with what to do when they meet zones for the first time. Especially coaches who 
believe in teaching principles of play rather than set plays. These coaches have often been successful in 
teaching pass, cut, fill movement, global player vs. positional player and penetration, but find it hard to 
carry over these concepts to attacking a zone. What follows are some break down drill I have used to help 
younger players (late T2T) begin to learn how to attack a zone using principles of play. Coaches should 
note that these drills are designed to take the players skills and concepts from the acquisition stage to 
consolidation and from the consolidation stage to refinement. The assumption is that the players already 
have been introduced to the skills needed to attack a zone; shooting, penetration , passing and cutting; for 
without these skills no offence will work. Coaches must be patient when teaching theses concepts. Do not 
rush the players. The decisions are the key.  
 

 

 3 vs. 2 - Passing to create a 1 second advantage 
In the first drill there are three offensive players attacking two 
defenders. The offensive players are working on passing the ball 
quickly to create a one second advantage, so that they can have an 
open shot. The two defenders are working on preventing the open 
shot. There is no cutting allowed. They make subtle movements within 
their area. The offensive players cannot move below a line that runs 
mid way through the key. This is to make them realize that there will 
be three more zone defenders in that area.  
 
This forces the players to have a one piece shot that they can get off 
quickly in their range. The offensive players must read who is open 
and make use of shot and pass fakes to create the open shot.  

  

 

 3 vs. 2 with cutting and penetration  
Note: the coach may want to take some time to introduce the concept 
on air. I have found that the players understand better when loaded 
with defence right away.  
 
The player at the top wants to freeze one of the defenders by dribbling 
at him/her. The pass is made to the wing. The passer cuts to the basket 
and then out to the ball side corner. The wing player must pause to 
allow this cutting action to occur.  

 

	



 

Penetration  
The wing player now looks to 
attack the foul line area. It is 
important that the player dribbles 
with the proper hand. 
 
If the original defender stay within 
the dribbler's sight he/she knows 
that the player that is open is the 
one being pulled behind.  

 
  

 

If the second defender is the one who comes into play the pass is made 
to the opposite wing. It is recommended that the players work on jump 
stops and pivots to make these passes at first.  As their skills and ball 
handling improve they will be able to make flick passes off the dribble 
while avoiding the defender.  
 
The final option is to look to score on your own if neither defender plays 
you. Do not allow lay ups. Shoot the pull up at the dotted circle. Respect 
the future bottom and middle defenders. In fact if you have subs, have 
them stand as pylons where the defenders would be.  

   

	

If no shot appears 
To keep the action going the 
passer makes a cut to basket and 
then exits to the ball side corner 
after passing. This now recreates 
the same action.  
Note: Do not allow the players to 
score below the line half way up 
the key.  
 
Load in rebounding. When a shot 
is taken two players must crash the 
boards while one stays as a safety. 
The two zone defenders box out 
the most dangerous offensive 
rebounders. 
 

  



	

3 on 2 from the side  

The same drills that were done on 
the top should be done on the side. 
Here a line is drawn down the 
middle of the floor from which the 
offensive players can not score 
past. 

 Drill #1 score by just passing, no 
cutting and penetration. Drill #2 
we add the cutting and penetration.  

	

No lay ups are allowed except off rebounds. If the player catches or the ball on the cut or splits the 
defenders on the dribble a pull up must be used. Respect that the middle of the zone would be there in the 
real game. 
  

 

The cutter stops at the front of the 
rim and then moves to the short 
corner. If the bottom defender 
moves with the middle penetration 
this cutter should be open for the 
pass back.  
 
If the top defender picks up the 
dribble the top offensive player is 
open.  

 

	   
When passing to the top the cutter cuts to the middle and then exits to the high post. On the dribble the 
player is pulled out to replace the dribbler. The dribbler makes the same reads on where to pass or to look 
for his /her own shot.  



	

4 on 4  
We now work on attacking the zone 4 on 4. The defence is in a box and 
the offence has three perimeter players and one in the short corner (it is 
recommended that the players flow into these spots rather than start 
static).  The ball handler at the top freezes the top defender who is on the 
side of the short corner offensive player. The pass is made to the wing. It 
is hoped that the bottom defender will now have to play the wing. this 
should leave the short corner open. The passer cuts to basket.  

	   

	

If no score appeared the short 
corner offensive player steps out to 
the ball side corner. This leaves 
the cutter space to exit to the short 
corner.  
 
Penetration now takes place. The 
corners is lifted behind. The 
dribblers reads who is defending to 
assist in  making the pass decision 

 
	   

	

Very often a penetrate pass pass 
will create a easy score.  
 
Another option is for the short 
corner to look to duck to the 
middle when the cutters occupies 
the defender responsible for the 
middle. The opposite wing looks 
to dive off this ducking action.  

 
 The players now must be able to work on attack the top two and side two defenders. They are integrating 
the two previous drills. This takes them from consolation to refinement. If a team has twelve players it is 
best to play four on four on four where the players are moving up and down the floor flowing into their 
offence. Shot selection will need to be discussed. Too often players will fire up an early off  balance shot 
rather than breaking the defence down. Emphasize offensive rebounding also.  



 

5 on 5  
Resist the temptation to go directly to 5 on 5. When coaches do this they 
miss the opportunity to acquire and consolidate the skills.  
 
This is  a global approach to attacking the zone. the first two players 
down the floor fill the short corners while the next two fill the wings.  
 
On the pass to the wing the passers cuts to the rim while the short corner 
steps out to the ball side corner.  
 

	  

 

Duck and dive 
The opposite short corner looks to duck to the middle when the first 
cutter influences the middle of the zone. The opposite wing dives to the 
vacant space.   

	  

 

Middle penetration  
The same penetration concept is also  in place. On the penetration the 
ball handler must read. The opposite short corner can play the back of 
the defenses head.  

	   



	

If a pass is made to the corner the 
player cuts to the basket. Others 
rotate to fill.   
 
If penetration occurs out of the 
corner the push pull action 
occurs.  

 
	


