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“Everything you want in a kid’s book”

—Associated Press

The Everything Kids’ Basketball Book, 5th Edition

A Guide to Your Favorite Players and Teams—and Tips on Playing Like a Pro
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1 Playing the Game
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Basketball can seem like a very complex game. Maybe you’ve seen a coach draw a squiggly diagram to show what he wants to do. If you’ve watched the game on TV, you’ve probably noticed that the commentators draw lines on the screen during a game to show what happened. How do all of these people know exactly what’s going on? Simple! At its core, basketball isn’t that hard. It’s about hustling on defense and offense, paying attention, taking good shots, and making good passes. If you can do all of those things, you’re well on your way to becoming a good basketball player. To be the best you can be, you’ll need to focus on fundamentals and practice proper technique.

WORDS TO KNOW


Hustle

Try harder, never give up. When coaches yell for their players to hustle during practices and games, they are telling their players to keep working hard and not slack off.

Rebound

To get possession of the ball after an unsuccessful shot on either the defensive or offensive end. After a player misses a shot, both teams will try to get the ball. Whoever retrieves it gets the rebound.

Assist

A pass that sets up a successful basket. The player who made that pass is credited with an assist. Usually, the point guard will be the team leader in assists.

Steal

Taking the ball from the other team. You can intercept a pass or actually take it from a player who is dribbling carelessly or out of control. Racking up a lot of steals shows you are a good defender.




The Basics

The goal in playing basketball is to score more points than your opponent. Part of the way you do this is by preventing them from scoring. Some people think the goal is to make more baskets than your opponents, but since some baskets are worth 3 points and others are worth 2—and free throws are worth only 1—that’s not always the case.

Basketball is played on a court with a basketball hoop at each end. There are five players for each team on the court at a time. Unlike sports like football, players need to be able to play both offense and defense. They need to be able to make baskets to give their team points, but they also need to be able to stop the other team from making baskets at the other end of the court. To be a good offensive player, you’ll need to know how to dribble, pass, rebound, and shoot. On defense, you’ll need to know how to rebound, steal, and play all-around good defense, which means never getting lazy.

Basketball is a fun sport because even if you miss the first time you go out and shoot, by the end of an hour or two you’ll be making shots fairly often if you pay attention to your form. You can also get pretty good at dribbling in a hurry. Basketball is a sport that many people play because it’s easy to learn and there are usually basketball hoops in parks, schools, gyms, and even driveways.

Basketballs vary in size. College and professional players use larger balls than kids. The women’s basketball is slightly smaller than the one the men play with. You can usually get a good basketball at your favorite local discount store. If you are using it outside, make sure you get one made out of a synthetic or rubberlike cover rather than the leather ball used for indoor courts; these balls are more durable than the ones you use indoors. Once you have some athletic shoes and a ball, you are ready to get started.
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Basketball was embraced as a US high school sport in the early 1900s for one reason: It didn’t cost much to provide equipment and space to play. Student-athletes needed only tennis shoes, T-shirts, and shorts, and schools installed backboards, hoops, and painted lines on playgrounds and in high school gymnasiums.




Players by Position

There are five players on the court at any given time for each team. Here are the players and their roles for any level, from amateur through college and professional.

Point Guard

Called the “one” spot, the point guard is usually the smallest and/or quickest player on the team. He also acts as the coach on the floor and the leader of the team, getting his teammates organized and deciding what to do with the ball. He must be an excellent ball handler and passer who plays with bounce and enthusiasm. Good point guards are usually tough and strong players who love to practice. More often than not, they are confident, competitive, poised, and fearless.


TIP-IN

Basketball shoes have become big business since the introduction of the Air Jordan, a shoe Michael Jordan introduced for Nike. You only need shoes that are comfortable and don’t hurt your feet. It’s cool to wear what the pros wear, but you’ll play your best in shoes that feel good rather than ones that look good or have your favorite player’s name on them.



Point guards can be counted on to understand the coach’s system and know that games are won on the inside, around the basket. They also realize that scoring is not their top priority. The point guard plays in front of his teammates on both ends of the floor. He is the take-charge person who encourages teammates and gets them to respond. He has great court vision and freely gives up the ball to the first open teammate. A point guard must be able to lead the team in assists each season and be able to come through when needed by handling the ball in the final moments of a close game. He must be able to make high-pressure free throws if he is fouled in the closing minutes of a tough game. Point guards are rarely the leading scorers on the team since they have other responsibilities, but they should average 10–12 points and at least 5 assists per game.


Name That Position

There’s a lot of skill involved in being a good basketball player. First, you have to know your position. Someone has forgotten the full names here. Can you fill in the blanks?
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__________guard (usually the best scorer on the team)

__________forward (usually the most athletic)

__________forward (usually not as tall as the center)

__________guard (usually the shortest and fastest)

__________(usually the tallest and slowest)
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ELEPHANT BALL

What’s the difference between an elephant and a basketball?

One is big and round and charges through nets and the other is a basketball!
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TIP-IN

Before he became an NBA coach, Scott Skiles was one of the best passing guards in the league. He played for the Orlando Magic in 1990 and set a record for most assists in a game. He had 30 against the Denver Nuggets on December 30, 1990.




Shooting Guard

The shooting guard, or “two,” must be a very versatile player. She is usually the bigger of the two guards and the best shooter on the team. She is a scorer who can both take the ball directly to the basket and be an excellent outside shooter up to 20 feet from the basket. Also known as an off guard, she should be a very good ball handler, capable of rushing the ball up the court on a fast break or ready to take over for the point guard in breaking the opponent’s defense and running the offense. The off guard should be the second-best passer on the team and should be capable of playing great defense to stop the other team’s shooting guard. A shooting guard must understand what shots the coach wants her to take. She must be willing to take and make a good percentage of the big shots late in the game.

Small Forward

The “three,” as it is known, is probably the most athletic position on the team because the small forward must be able to play inside the key area by the basket and shoot from the outside too. Usually the smaller of the two forwards, the small forward must be capable of rebounding and scoring against taller players. He must be able to handle the ball outside on the perimeter against smaller players. This position is one of the more physically demanding, and the player needs to be both tough and aggressive in rebounding to compensate for lack of size. The ideal small forward should average five to seven rebounds per game and have an excellent jump shot, along with the ability to make their way through a crowd of defenders and score. The small forward requires a player who can run and fill the lane on a fast break. A fast break is when the team gets the ball near their basket and runs toward the other end of the court with the ball, also known as breaking fast up the court. A small forward must also help against presses, which is when a defensive team comes into their opponents’ end of the floor to guard them all the way up the court into the offensive end rather than just running back and waiting for the team with the ball to come into their end of the court. The small forward must also be disciplined enough to rebound missed shots. Because of the versatility required to play this position, the small forward often becomes the leading scorer on the team.
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Steph Curry led tiny Davidson College deep into the 2008 college basketball national championship tournament. The next year, the Golden State Warriors selected him as the seventh overall pick in the draft. He has since become one of the best shooting guards in NBA history and holds the record for most three-pointers made in a single season. He has twice been named the NBA’s Most Valuable Player.



WORDS TO KNOW


Playmaker

A player who either sets up plays with smart passes that lead to baskets or takes the ball and scores after receiving it. The playmaker has the ability to put points on the board in situations where scoring a basket seems unlikely.



Power Forward

This is called the “four” position, usually the tallest or strongest of the two forwards. The power forward is usually a player who likes physical play and has a shooting range of 15 feet from the basket. They can be intimidating players and have to play with an attitude that they will out-work and out-hustle their opponents. A true power forward knows that the success of the team depends on his ability to become a dominant force and top rebounder. They should average seven to nine rebounds per game at the college or professional level; they should be one of the two leading rebounders on the team, along with the center. They are the best offensive rebounders on the team, scoring the majority of their points off the offensive board and in the lane, the area in the free-throw box in front of the basket. You will see players run through the lane with the ball to score or jump through the lane to get rebounds.
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In 2003, LeBron James was drafted by the Cleveland Cavaliers. LeBron left Cleveland in 2010 to join the Miami Heat, winning championships in 2012 and 2013. After Miami lost to the Spurs in the 2014 Finals, LeBron returned to the Cavs and helped win the first championship in Cavaliers’ history in 2016. In 2018, he joined the Los Angeles Lakers. He led the Lakers to a championship win in 2020.



Power forwards are the best outlet passers; an outlet pass is thrown by the player who gets the rebound after a missed shot. This outlet pass can result in a “fast break” where the players rush the ball up the court so that the defense on the other team does not have time to set up properly. Power forwards often play in the part of the court called the post, which is on either side of the free-throw line. It’s where players who dunk usually get the ball because they are only 5 to 8 feet from the hoop when someone passes them the ball. Power forwards are able to anticipate when a shot will be taken so they can start to the board early to rebound.
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The Los Angeles Sparks selected Stanford forward Nneka Ogwumike as the first overall pick in the 2012 WNBA draft. Nneka was named to the WNBA All-Star Team in 2013, 2014, 2015, 2017, 2018, and 2019 and won the WNBA Most Valuable Player award in 2016. She also helped lead the Sparks to win the WNBA championship in 2016.



Center

This is called the “five” spot. Many people believe that this is the most difficult position to play because of the short reaction time caused by many players being in the lane, or area under the basket, at the same time. Also, this player must perform offensively with her back to the basket. The center is normally the tallest player on the team and the most effective player with her back to the basket. Strength is a very important part of playing this position. The center needs to be able to muscle her way to a position where she can receive the ball and score even with several players around her.

Good teams try to pass the ball inside, or in the area under the basket, on about every fourth pass. The center must be able to use her body to establish position in front of her defender so her teammates can easily get her the ball. When the center has the ball near the basket, defensive players are drawn to her. This leaves her teammates further away from the basket open to take a shot.

WORDS TO KNOW


Block

A ball that is swatted away or knocked down as the player is taking a shot. If the ball is already on its way down toward the hoop when it is blocked, it is called goaltending, and the basket counts even if it does not go in.



Shooting range is not particularly important to playing this position, but it’s critical for the center to learn the basic post moves and be able to decide when to use each move. The center should rival the power forward for the most number of rebounds. The center is the last line of defense before the basket and must be willing to help teammates defensively by blocking shots or taking a charge on opposing players when they attempt to drive to the basket. A charge is when a defensive player has both feet planted and an offensive player with the ball runs into her. If the defender’s feet are not planted firmly in place, she will be called for a “block” or blocking the person with the ball. However, a fast defender can anticipate where the player with the ball is going, get to that place first, and draw the foul on the offensive player.


Offense

If you are going be successful on offense, you have to be able to score. To score, you have to be able to make shots. And to get good shots, you need to know how to dribble, pass, and shoot the basketball. Once you know these principles and practice them, you will be able to develop your offensive skills.

Shooting is something you have to practice a lot to get good at. Face the basket when you shoot the ball. Place your feet about a shoulder-width apart, bend your knees slightly, and keep your back straight. Hold the ball in your shooting hand, but position the other hand on the side of the ball to help guide the shot. You shoot the ball more with your fingertips, so you don’t want the ball in the palm of your hand when you shoot it. Think about keeping the ball from resting in the palm of your hand and always using your fingertips.
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To be a good offensive player, you’ll need to master the following types of shots:


	
Jump shot. Taken from the standing position, you jump as you shoot the ball. Jumping gives you more power and range and helps prevent opposing players from blocking your shot. By jumping, you can shoot over your opponent. The jump shot is the most common type of shot.

	
Set shot. Taken from the standing position, your feet do not leave the floor. A free throw is considered a set shot.

	
Layup. This occurs when a player is dribbling very close to the basket, approaching it from the left or right side rather than straight on. You will often use the backboard to bank the ball into the basket.



Passing

Passing is one of the most important parts of the game. You can pass the ball to open players to get better shots or to players who are not being guarded by opponents. You often step forward as you pass to generate power; however, you can also pass while you are standing still if someone is open and you don’t need a lot of force to get the ball to him quickly.

When you watch a game, see if you can identify the following types of passes:


	
Chest pass. The ball is passed from the passer’s chest to the receiver’s chest.

	
Bounce pass. The passer throws the ball and it bounces about two-thirds of the way toward the receiver. Typically, the bounce pass takes longer to complete, though it is harder to intercept because defenders usually hold their hands up to block chest passes and shots. The bounce pass is used to throw the ball around defenders.

	
Overhead pass. Use this type of pass to throw the ball over your defenders; you will use two hands to pass the ball from over your head.

	
Outlet pass. This type of pass can be thrown to move the ball rapidly up the floor and may be thrown using one arm, baseball style.

	
No-look pass. This is for advanced players, and is used to keep the opposing player from knowing where you will pass the ball. This is a high-risk pass and should only be used with coach’s approval and once you have thoroughly mastered it and all other passes.



WORDS TO KNOW


Brick

A shot that misses the rim and bounces hard off the backboard. The shot is different from an air ball because an air ball misses everything, whereas the brick hits something—and hits it hard. Players without a good arc to their shots are more likely to shoot bricks. Players who shoot a lot of bricks are called “bricklayers.”

Air ball

When the ball is shot, misses the rim, and touches neither the rim nor the backboard. Even though the player missed the basket by a long shot, it is not considered good sportsmanship for crowds to chant “Air ball,” especially at a children’s game.

Bank shot

A shot that bounces off the backboard and into the basket. Think of bouncing a paper ball off the wall into a trash can. A bank shot gives you a chance to aim at something you can see on the backboard. A bank shot is also harder to block because the player defending you usually anticipates the shot going toward the basket, not toward a spot on the backboard.



You can also pass off the dribble. Instead of dribbling the ball to yourself, you can push it to one of your teammates. It is similar to a bounce pass, but you won’t interrupt your dribble to hold the ball before passing it. It’s a hard pass to master, but it catches defenses off guard because they do not have time to prepare to defend it or intercept the ball.

WORDS TO KNOW


Behind-the-back pass

A pass made to a teammate by pushing the ball around your body behind your back. These are hard to do accurately and are often intercepted, and even your teammates might not be expecting the ball. Learn to do the basic passes well first.



Dribbling

Quite simply, dribbling means bouncing the ball. It’s an important skill to master because you must dribble the ball if you want to walk or run while you have it. To dribble, you push the ball toward the court rather than patting it. This gives you more control while you dribble. The best dribblers can run up and down the court bouncing the ball the whole way.

A good dribbler bounces the ball low to the ground, which makes it more difficult for the defender to steal it. To be a good dribbler, you need to be able to use either hand to dribble. Practice changing hands and changing directions to make it harder for defenders to predict where the ball is going. Some players can dribble behind their backs or between their legs. One key dribbling move is called the crossover. A crossover sounds simple enough: You move the ball from one hand to the other while dribbling. But your defender isn’t prepared for the change in direction, which makes it harder for her to stop you or steal the ball.
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Practice dribbling until you can do it without looking at the ball. Learn to use your peripheral vision to see the floor. This allows you to focus on looking for open teammates to pass to or a good shot at the basket.


Developing Offensive Skills

Sure, some kids are born bigger, stronger, and with more physical ability than others. But even the great basketball players like Kevin Durant, LeBron James, and Sue Bird had to practice to get as good as they are. They had to work hard to achieve success. Basketball players are not born; they are made in the driveway and gymnasium and on the playground.

Even though plays can be diagrammed in hundreds of different ways, basketball’s simplicity is part of its beauty. A kid who wants to become a better dribbler needs only a basketball and a hard, flat surface. If you want to work on shots from all over, all you need is a ball and a hoop. Conditioning for the sport involves a lot of running, which can be done almost anywhere—outside of the house, please!

To ensure you are on the right track to becoming a successful basketball player, try these:


	Shoot a layup from either side of the basket.

	Dribble the length of the court using either hand. Keep your head up; don’t look at the ball.

	Shoot a jump shot from 8 to 12 feet away from the basket after catching a pass.

	Dribble to within 8 to 12 feet of the basket and shoot a shot from there.

	Make a two-handed chest pass, approximately 15 feet, to a moving target.

	Make five out of ten free throws from 12 feet away. Then practice until you can make five out of ten free throws from the regulation 15-foot free-throw line.



WORDS TO KNOW


Double dribble

When you start dribbling, stop, and start dribbling again. This is not allowed, and if you get called for it, you have to turn the ball over to the other team. Don’t stop dribbling unless you are ready to shoot or make a pass. Once you stop dribbling, do not even think about dribbling again as an option.




Basketball Position

The proper basketball position is important to master when you first start playing. A proper base position is like the foundation of a house—it holds everything up. A bad base position will cause you problems defending, shooting, and scoring.

What to Do with Your Legs

To get into the proper basketball position, bend your knees, place your feet about shoulder-width apart, and raise your hands to about chest or shoulder level. Getting in this position keeps you balanced. If you are standing straight up, you won’t be able to react quickly, whether it’s to catch or intercept a pass, break toward a basket, get open, or move to cover an opponent. Having your knees slightly bent allows you to spring into action.
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Keeping your feet apart allows you the best balance. You are also ready to take off running. You generally want to have one foot slightly in front of the other foot. This staggered stance allows you a better reaction time.

Your feet are just as important as your arms in basketball. When you are playing defense, you never want to cross one foot over the other when guarding a player. If you do, your opponent can catch you off-stride and change direction on you. For example, if you are moving to your right and you use your left foot to step over your right foot, your opponent will cut to your left and leave you in the dust. By moving your feet in a shuffling manner and never crossing over, you can keep your opponent in front of you and make it harder for her to escape you.

What to Do with Your Arms

Keep your arms close to your chest. This allows your wrists and hands to be in the proper position to catch the ball. You also want to keep your head neither too far forward nor too far backward. Think of it as a line running down your head through the middle of your body to the floor. That’s the proper basketball position. If your hands are on your hips or by your side, you will be caught off guard if a pass or a rebound comes toward you.

Basketball Speed

It’s funny, but track stars aren’t often great basketball players. You don’t have to be a fast runner to be a basketball player. It is more important to be a good player and be quick than to be really fast. You need to move to the right place on the floor rather than just sprint up and down. Knowing where you need to be and staying in the proper basketball position will usually allow you to get to the right place more quickly than someone who is a faster runner than you are. You need to work on your starts and stops, your pivots, and changing direction. These are not difficult things to master, but they take a lot of practice.

WORDS TO KNOW


Switch

Trading the player you are guarding with the player a teammate is guarding. When you are playing defense, you might hear one of your teammates yell, “Switch!” This means she wants to guard the player you are guarding and you should guard her opponent.



First things first: When you change direction, you want to be low and turn your head in the direction you want to go. If you are heading left, take that first step with your left foot; if you are going right, take off with your right foot first.

You need to be able to change direction and stop immediately. The ball doesn’t simply go up and down the court, back and forth. Drills that boost your agility will help your balance. If you lose your balance, you are likely to stumble, commit a foul, double dribble, or be out of position. A big part of the game is practicing how to stop quickly and change direction.

When you pivot, you have one foot planted. This is called your pivot foot. You want to be on the ball of your pivot foot to allow you to move around to find a person to pass to or position yourself for a shot. You should learn to pivot on both feet.


Defense

Solid defense isn’t as dazzling as offense, and not many defensive plays make the highlight reels. However, defense is just as important to the game as offense. A good defense can keep your opponent from making baskets, and it’s very hard to win if you don’t get any points. Defense is a state of mind and attitude. The amount of hustle and sound fundamentals are the most important thing, even more important than natural talent.

Defense Matters

Coaches are known to say that offense wins games, but defense wins championships. There is nothing more important in the game of basketball than being able to keep an opposing team from scoring points. Many players through the years have made their whole career on playing great defense. Some of the greatest defenders don’t score a lot, but they have long careers because they are able to keep the other team from scoring.

Being a great rebounder is a way to develop into being a solid defensive player. Being able to steal passes is another way to defend well. Another way is to be able to cover a player who is trying to pass a ball and either prevent him from passing it or force him to throw the ball away.
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Defensive Strategies

There are all kinds of defenses that coaches use. The two main ones are the zone defense and the man-to-man defense.

In zone defense, the court is divided into zones and each player is responsible for a particular area. For example, a guard might be responsible for an area on the perimeter or out around the free-throw line. If an opponent comes into that area, the guard covers him until he moves out of that particular zone. The same thing goes for near the basket, where forwards and centers will have particular zones. Man-to-man defense is much simpler, yet much more constant work for defenders. In man-to-man defense, each player is responsible for guarding a specific player on the other team. So wherever that player goes, the defensive player goes too.

Be a Good Defender!

If you want to play good defense in general, you need to have or develop good footwork. It’s important that you know which way to face and when and where to turn. A good defender needs to become a little bit of a psychic. You have to think about what you know about basketball and use that to guess when another player might make a pass or take a shot. If you can do this, you can put pressure on your opponent and try to block the shot or pass. Good defenders are so good at pressuring their opponents that sometimes they can force another player to make a bad shot or turn over the ball. You can become a good defender by learning how to position yourself between the basket and an offensive player. That way, when your opponent misses a shot, you get the inside track toward a rebound. You can practice this by having someone shoot baskets and stand near the hoop so you can see how and where the ball comes off the rim.

Basketball Position and Defense

You want to be in the basketball position at all times on defense. You must stay lower than the player you are guarding. If you are standing upright, the player will go around you. You always want your head to be lower than the head of the player you are guarding.

Keep your weight balanced so that you’re not leaning too far forward at any time. If your head is lower, your opponent will not be able to charge past you because he will have to lower his head to start that move. This gives you the advantage because you can react before he even thinks of getting past you, and you can continue to remain in front of him.
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