Hey Coach – We hope that the school year is going well for you. Things are in full gear out here. Just a quick reminder that the Free Fall Clinic is this Friday! The clinic will be held Friday, Oct 19 and Saturday Oct 20. For a detailed flier and registration information, click here: http://www.northern.edu/athletics/Depthome/mbb/camps/Free_fall_07.pdf. 

If you have any questions about the clinic, just let us know. We’re expecting a great turnout.
NSU Player Article: Craig Nelson, 5th-year Senior from Mayville, North Dakota, will be sharing his ideas today about the importance of communication. Craig has been a 4-year starter for the Wolves and was named All-Conference after both his Sophomore and Junior seasons. Craig has a BS in Elementary Education and is currently pursuing his Master’s Degree in Educational Studies. 

Getting Your Players to TALK

                My name is Craig Nelson and I am a 5th year senior for the Northern State Wolves.  I am from Mayville, ND, where I played for my father.  At NSU I have had the privilege of playing for another great coach in Don Meyer.  I have learned from many great coaches and thus feel honored to be able to give you some insight into ways to get your players to communicate more efficiently on the court.

After many coaches watch our team practice, play, run camps, or demonstrate during clinics, we often hear the comment, ‘Wow, I wish my players would talk like that.’  I remember thinking this as well, the first time I worked out at Northern, but now it is just second nature to me and my teammates.  Coach doesn’t have to get us talking, because it comes naturally now.  Also, we know it is going to help us play better by being able trust one another on the court; therefore, we talk without even thinking about it.  In this article I will give you insight into some of the things our coaches have done, and us as players have done, in order to instill the quality of good communication.  

                With our on the floor communication we are looking for two things.  It must be intelligent and it must be loud.  So how do you get your players to talk intelligently on the court?  It starts with a system of communication—certain words that your program uses to describe certain actions, certain spots on the floor, etc—that everyone knows and can respond to on instinct.  For instance, as soon as anyone on our team yells “WOLF” we know that a defender is chasing us down from behind in order to knock the ball away and this warns us to either switch the dribble to the other hand or to pick it up.  This may just save 1 or 2 possessions a game, but in March that usually means the ballgame.  We have many other terms such as this that allow us to play freely without having to think so much and also to help us know where each other is on the floor and what everyone is thinking.  We simply say you must “talk your game,” in order to think less and move quicker.

               Of course anyone can have a system of communication, and if your players don’t use it or they are simply afraid to talk on the court, then the system is meaningless.  Once your players know your system of communication I believe you must demand that they talk in practice.  Your players must first learn to talk in practice otherwise there is no way they will do it freely in a game when everything is moving faster and the pressure is raised.  One aspect of communication that our program uses is something called “Echo Yells,” which takes much of the pressure off the coaches to send messages to everyone on the floor.  An “Echo Yell” occurs when the coach tells one player or group of players to switch drills, run a different play, etc., and then that player “Echo Yells” that message to the rest of the team.  Coach likes to use this with our rookies especially, as he will walk by them and give them a message they are supposed to relay to the rest of the guys.  Early on, they may be unsure of themselves or they simply don’t talk loud enough, in which case we will all be on our stomachs for a few push-ups just to send a little message.  

                Another really vital part of our player communication takes place in on the floor huddles during practices and games.  Short brakes in the action are great opportunities to huddle up and make sure everyone is on the same page.  Of course the huddle is only good if you have one or two players on the court who can say something intelligent to the team, but I know these huddles are critical for us.  Usually we only have a chance to say one or two things, but it may be enough to win the next possession.  An on court huddle allows us to communicate what we see or feel to the rest of the guys.  It may be as simple as one guy telling the others to look out for a press after a made free throw, or a post man saying he can bury his guy if we run a certain action, or another guy letting us know that we need to talk better on back screens.  Just one little comment like that may be the difference in us being able to stop an opponent on an upcoming play.  In all, try to get your players to huddle as often as possible on the court.  I don’t see any reason to waste 2 or 3 seconds while a ref is chasing down a ball or an opponent is calling an out of bounds play, etc.  Our coaches often call it “Finding ways to win.”  Any little thing your team can do they should do.

Defensively it is more important than any other time to be talking intelligently.  As our defense dictates, we are trying to force the ball to certain part of the floor, but without the people behind you talking it is difficult to have trust that they will be in the right spots to deny the next pass or to trap the ball if it is dribbled towards the basket.  There are so many other instances on defense when players must talk, and I’ll attempt to go through them in the order they occur on most possessions for us.  First, as soon as the ball goes through the hoop everyone will know and declare our defensive pick up point—which will depend on time, score, athleticism and skill of opponents, and just the flow of the game.  If we turn the ball over or fail to score in some other way, the first part of our defense is Transition & Talk.  Notice we don’t just use transition, because we feel talking needs to be emphasized as we transition, because as you well know, players are often scrambling to cover guys who they may not be assigned to or simply to stop the ball on a fast break.  Next we will yell out our defense if we happen to be switching from man to zone or vice versa during the flow of the game.  Once we get into the half court one of us is constantly calling out who is guarding the ball. This is especially important when the ball is rotated quickly or when it is driven and kicked out, forcing us to rotate.  In this instance we want to avoid having two guys running at the ball, or worse yet no one taking the ball.  Our next instance where we need great communication is from our defensive backline, especially our guy in “Hoop” position.  The backline of defense can see everything on the floor, and thus need to be talking to the guy guarding the ball.  Our most important position on the court is our “Hoop” position, which is the guy who will trap the ball if it is driven baseline.  This guy needs to always be telling the guy guarding the ball, so that he can trust that he can force his guy towards the baseline and someone will be there to trap the ball.  During a screening situation we also need to be talking our game.  One guy obviously needs to tell the other about the screen and maybe even what direction to go around the screen.  

                Now to our offensive communication.  The first thing that comes to mind is that all of us on the court need to be talking and letting the others know what actions we want to run and where guys need to be positioned.  Coach often gives us the freedom to call out what action we think will work best against a particular opponent taking into consideration time and score.  If we want to run something to get the ball into the post or to get a certain guy coming off a certain screen, we are often intelligent enough to call out the correct play.  When no one is concerned about who scores, we can simply call out whatever we think is the best action for the moment.  If you trust your players enough you may want to try giving them this responsibility as well.

                Another offensive concept we stress is talking our cuts.  This applies most often to a man coming off a screen.  By talking out what cut you are going to make—and this goes back to having a system of communication ingrained in everyone’s mind—the passer knows where to bring the ball to give a good pass.  Everyone on the floor must know what is going to happen as soon as a guy yells “Curl.”  For us that means that the cutter is curling into the lane and automatically everyone knows that the screener will pop out, or if in the post, that he will seal his man.  Yelling this cut is often a split second decision as you see how the defense is defending the screen and thus it must be something that a player can yell out without even having to think.

                An additional piece of our on the court communication has to do with an active and teaching bench.  We expect that the guys on the bench our contributing just as much to our communication as the five on the court.  For one thing, a guy on the bench needs to remain focused on the flow of the game so that when he goes back in he is aware of the game situation (What defense have the opponents been playing? Which of there players have the hot shooting hand?  What defense are we playing and how are they trying to attack it?).  There are so many things you can be watching from the bench.  Also when our guys are on the bench we want them to be teaching.  Each of us is assigned to watch the guy on the court playing our position and then communicating with them in a variety of ways.  For instance I may say to our other guard, “Brett, the guy you’re guarding is a great driver, you can close out on him short.  Or.. “Dan, try running _______ so that we can get the ball to Levi, I think he can post his man up.”  These are things that are very easy to see from the bench, yet a guy on the floor may have his mind racing and may not see these things.  We are doing a disservice to our team if we don’t communicate these things to our teammates.  I know I would be disappointed if one of the guys on the bench saw something that could help me, yet they didn’t mention it, either because they were too shy or because they were afraid of how I will respond to the message.

Some coaches may be thinking, “Well I just can’t get _______ to talk.  He’s an introvert and he’s shy, he will never learn to be loud and outspoken.  For us, you either have to learn to talk, and talk loud or you won’t be able to play.  Everything we do on the court is improved upon with good communication.  I was as quiet as anyone when I came in as a freshman.  Not only did I not know what to say, I was afraid to talk loudly.  But soon enough I saw how everyone else was communicating and how the intensity seemed to pick up the more we talked and I soon learned to overcome my introverted personality.  I can go back to being shy when I head back to the dorm, but as soon as I step on the court I’m going to communicate with our team in any way possible to help us become better. 

                I also want to give insight into our off the court communication. The number one thing we do is use player notebooks in which we right down as much as we can about what coach says.  By writing things down we cement it in our minds, and then we are also able to review the notes at any other time.  For instance, there have been times when we will be playing a team for the second or third time of the year and I’ve wanted to remember what actions we used against them or what defense worked well against them last time, and more often than not I’m able to look back to that date in my notebook and find this information.  I’ve learned just to write down any little thing that comes to mind, even my thoughts or feelings after a certain game or practice or even a little idea that comes to mind of what we might want to run against a team next time.  It’s amazing how quickly kids will realize how valuable notebooks can be when you use them correctly.  In addition, younger athletes need to learn note taking strategies anyways, and this is a great way to learn as they will be writing about something they are passionate about.

                Another thing that is vital to our team communication is that everyone involved with our program “signs in” in the coaches’ office every weekday from the time they step on campus to the day they graduate.  This is especially important because it allows the coaches to see all of us every day in case they need to relay us a quick message, let us know what we need to work on, or ask how our classes are going.  If you can get into a situation where your players stop by your office/classroom each day it gives you a unique opportunity to show that you care about them and to develop a personal relationship with each of your players.  This may be difficult to do with multi-sport athletes when they are not playing your sport, but I think there is a way to make it work.  I’m sure you can recall days or even weeks during the year when you don’t see some of your players for a while and you wish you could ask them how workouts or weightlifting or classes are going, or simply to make sure they are doing something to get ready for the season.

                Although I think off the court communication is important, my goal is to stress to players and coaches the importance of talking loudly and intelligently on the court.  Our coaches can tell when we are nervous or scared because we don’t talk as well.  They simply say, “A quiet team is a scared team.”  This communication doesn’t have to be and probably shouldn’t be all of this “Rah, Rah” noise that is basically hollow except for maybe getting guys jacked up for a couple minutes.  We would rather see players who understand a coaches system of communication and they are not afraid to communicate with the coaches and with each other as often as possible when it is for the good of the team. 

                I know that we are only at our best when we are talking and I believe your team will raise its level of play when they communicate at a high level as well.  Hopefully you can use some of my personal insight and our coaches’ strategies to get your players to talk/communicate on the floor.

