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Chapter one

15 Ways to Defend the Three-Point Shot

Free throws and lay-ups are how basketball games are won. However, as an advocate of the 3-point shot, I believe the “3″ can and will keep a team in games and is a great equalizer for teams who are not as big or athletic but who can shoot the ball with accuracy.

Great 3-point shooters can keep a team in a game and on those special nights, upset an opponent seemingly single-handedly, making it essential to teach your team how to successfully defend either one great 3-point shooter or defend a team of solid 3-point shooters.

Here are 15 rules or concepts for defending the 3-point shot:

1) Identify the 3-point shooter(s). 

2) Play no help defense. 

3) Closeout with high hands. 

4) Deny the 3-point shooter when playing pack-line man-to-man.

5) Be aware of long rebounds. 

6) Shade towards the shooter in a zone defense. Know where the 3-point shooter is and shade towards the shooter.

7) Make the 3-point shooter put the ball on the floor. 

8) When screened leave no gap on the catch. 

9) Pick up and deny at the NBA 3-point line. Locate the 3-point shooter by half court while in defensive transition and deny the shooter from the NBA 3-point line.

10) Overplay the three and force the two. 

11) Late in the game foul to protect a lead.

12) Trap the great shooter. 

13) Take away vision of the rim

14) Deny a three his/her spot

15) Make a Dead Three put the ball on the floor

For these tactics to be effective, they must be practiced regularly and be a part of your normal defensive arsenal.

chapter two

Identify the Three-Point Shooter(s)

This concept sounds so common sense it seems silly to actually put it writing.  Never confuse common sense with reality until everyone knows the concept and has turned the concept into a well- practiced habit. You have to know who the 3-point shooters are in order to defend them.

It is frustrating for a team to play sound defense with good ball pressure and position and give up an easy 3-point shot simply because the defenders were not aware a specific player was a good 3-point shooter.

The coaching staff is responsible to identify who the 3-point shooters are prior to the start of the game. When defensive assignments are communicated, this information must be part of what is conveyed to the entire team, not just the starters or the individual defender who will be defending the 3-point shooter.

Defense, whether man-to-man or zone, is one defender pressuring the ball and four other defenders helping. It is a team effort. Add a 3-point shooter to the mix and it is still a team effort to defend the shooter. Every defender must know and be aware of the location of the opponent’s 3-point shooters.

Players on the bench must be aware of the identity of the shooter as well. Substitutions can create confusion for one or two possessions if communication is not clear and specific. 

One made 3-point goal resulting from a missed defensive assignment due to a substitute not being aware of the identity of the opponent’s 3-point shooter can be the difference in winning or losing a ball game.

chapter three

Play No Help Defense

Assign your best defensive player to the great 3-point shooter and do not give help with that defender, eliminating many of the easy and quick ways to set up a 3-point shooter. Penetration is one of the easiest set-ups for a 3-point shot and not helping takes that option away. In effect, the defense is playing a box and one.

This tactic is most effective when the opponent’s best player is the 3-point shooter and is heavily relied upon for offensive production. 

If the opponent has other players capable of scoring, particularly via penetration or has a post player who requires double-teaming from the help side of the court, this tactic can be problematic.

This is one of my favorite defensive wrinkles to through at teams. It is most effective against teams who rely on penetrate and pitch tactics to create scoring opportunities for the 3-point shooter.

Before deciding to utilize this tactic consideration needs to be given to the trade-offs involved. Will frustrating and shutting the 3-point shooter outweigh the opportunities created for other players due to the no help denial played on the one great shooter? If the answer is yes, this is a great tactic.

This tactic is also valuable late in the game when trying to protect a slim lead. Teams often feel the need to score a 3-point shot when trailing when a quick and sure 2-point shot is also acceptable. Denying the 3-point shooter will not only be disruptive, but can create a sense of panic at a stage of the game when confidence and calm are essential. 

This tactic is also effective if a 3-point shot is absolutely necessary for the opponent in the final seconds of a game.
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Diagram 2-A

Diagram 2-A depicts a common man-to-man defensive alignment. X2 is defending the great 3-point shooter and playing normal help side position. Note the space between X2 and #2, the shooter. Any dribble penetration will require X2 to provide help, leaving #2 open for a 3-point shot attempt.
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Diagram 2-B

Diagram 2-B depicts the same basic offensive alignment. As shown in this diagram, X2 is in a tight lock down denial position despite the fact the ball is on the other side of the court. Most man-to-man defensive systems would have X2 playing help side position defense, requiring X2 to be in or near the lane to provide help on dribble penetration, the offensive low post or helping a cutter.

It is essential for all other defenders to be aware this tactic is in use. In the situation depicted, X5 must be effective in preventing dribble penetration by #1 and recovering to #5 in basket-you-man position should a pass be made to #5. If #5 drives the lane in an attempt to create a penetrate and pitch situation, X5 must be aware there will be no help from X2 in this situation.

When practicing no help defense on one offensive player, a sound teaching tactic is to have four defensive players defend five offensive players, forcing the defenders to rotate and defend open offensive players and to give help in ways not normally faced in five-on-five defense.

––––––––

chapter four

Closeout With High Hands

A defender should always “think shot and play drive” and have high hands when closing out on any offensive player in order to prevent a clean look at the rim. This is particularly important with a 3-point shooter.

Defensive coaching legend and mastermind Dick Bennett believes if a defender transitioning from help defense to on-the-ball defense can only do one two things correctly, the two crucial things are to arrive no later than the ball does and to have both hands up as high as possible.

Great shooters only need a glimpse of the rim to line up their shot. High hands on the closeout makes sighting the target much more difficult for the shooter.

Closing to a closer than normal gap makes taking a shot more difficult and often forces the 3-point shooter to put the ball on the floor and penetrate, negating the opportunity for a 3-point shot attempt by penetrating inside the 3-point line.

––––––––
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