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Basketball Tryout Secrets 
 

Anyone who has coached a competitive team will understand the inherent 
pressure of tryouts.  Regardless of sport, age, grade, or skill level, choosing a 
select few players to make up your roster for the season will be one of the most 
difficult (and most stressful) decisions you have to make as a coach.   
 
“Basketball Tryout Secrets” will help give you the confidence to evaluate and 
select your players using a fact-based approach, maximizing your chances of a 
successful season.  Keep in mind that every team will have different skill sets, 
different personalities, and most importantly, different coaching styles.   
 
Ultimately, you will be faced with a number of tough decisions to make your final 
selections.  This guide will provide you with a solid framework, but it is up to you, 
the coach, to make those tough decisions.  
 
To begin this guide, I have provided some direction on how to choose the 
number of players for your team, and the best strategy for documenting your 
selection strategy.  I then move on to my Selection Matrix, an important tool that 
will help you objectively evaluate your players and choose your best possible 
team.  Some pointers on the most effective way of announcing your cuts are also 
provided.  Finally, in the spirit of my best-selling ebook “Basketball Practice 
Plans”, I have provided a sample Basketball Tryout Plan.  It provides minute by 
minute instructions to help identify and select your team. 
 
 
Number of Players 
Opinions vary on the ideal number of players for a team, but most people believe 
that 12 to 15 is optimal.  To prepare a team effectively, you’ll need at least 10 
players attending every practice.  You can always expect 1 or 2 players to be 
absent, whether it be due to homework, family commitments, sickness, or some 
other reason.  As a general rule, choose more players if you expect a high rate of 
absenteeism. 
 
However, be aware that there are only so many game time minutes to distribute 
amongst your team.  Many coaches fall into the trap of selecting too many 
players, only to have them become disgruntled over lack of playing time.  It is 
inevitable that some players will see the floor more than others, but be wary of 
bringing several players onto the team who have little or no chance of playing in 
the games. 
 
For this reason, I would recommend a team size of 12 players for most teams at 
the high school level or below.  More advanced, competitive teams may select up 
to 15, but it is important to manage the playing time expectations for those 
players who will be at the end of the bench.   
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Documentation 
To ensure fairness in the tryout process, many teams have adopted a rule which 
forces coaches to document how and why they selected some players and cut 
others.  Look at this as an opportunity, not a useless paperwork exercise.  
Documentation will force you to objectively evaluate each player based on a set 
of criteria that applies to everyone.  You will make better decisions, and choose a 
better team because of this. 
 
I will provide you with those criteria, but it is up to you to refine them and apply 
them fairly. 
 
Team Selection Matrix 
Over the years, I’ve developed a useful Team Selection Matrix that will allow you 
to select your team with a fact based approach.  Here’s how it works: 
• The players trying out are listed along the matrix from top to bottom 
• The coach decides on 3 to 5 selection criteria 
• The coach applies a weight to each selection criteria, depending on which 

factors are most important 
• The players are graded from 1 to 10 on each criteria 
• A total weighted score is calculated for each player by adding up the weighted 

scores from each criteria 
• The coach uses this score to help him select the team 
 
I’ve found that the following 3 Selection Criteria are effective in creating a 
successful team.  Feel free to apply your own Criteria, or weight them however 
you choose. 
 
Positional skill set 
The most important factor to consider when choosing a team is positional skill 
set.  No team will be successful if it is filled entirely with tiny point guards or 
lumbering centers.  You will need to choose a combination of players that can fill 
each of the 5 positions on the floor.    
 
Here’s how to do it:  For each player trying out, choose what you feel would be 
the ideal position(s) for them to fill.  Below, I have listed the ideal criteria for each 
of the 5 positions.  Rank each player on how well they fit those criteria. 
 
1-Position (Point Guard, PG) 
On a 12 player team, you should have at least 3 point guards.  These players will 
be your primary ballhandlers.  They should be comfortable dribbling and passing 
the ball under heavy defensive pressure.  The point guard will be your team’s 
quarterback on the floor, so they should have a general understanding of 
basketball strategy and have the ability to direct their teammates on the floor and 
execute set plays.  1-Guards must have strong on-the-ball defense, being able to 
contain their opponents off the dribble.  Shooting range and general scoring 
ability are important, but not essential.  More importantly, the point guard should 
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be able to penetrate off the dribble and distribute the ball to other players in high-
percentage scoring areas (i.e. under the basket, open jumpshots etc.).  Lastly, 
your point guard should be mentally tough; he will often be called upon to handle 
the ball in high-pressure situations, and should be confident in this role. 
 
2-Position (Off Guard, Shooting Guard, SG) 
On a 12 player team, you should have at least 2 off guards.  Your off guards will 
sometimes be called upon to handle the ball in lieu of the point guard, so they 
should also be comfortable in the open court under defensive pressure.  
Shooting guards should be able to shoot the ball from the outside, preferably with 
three point range.  They should have the ability to score off the dribble, defend 
well, and finish on the fast break. 
 
3-Position (Small Forward, SF) 
On a 12 player team, you should have at least 2 small forwards.  These players 
should be versatile, with the ability to play either the off guard or power forward 
positions (but not necessarily both).  Small forwards will be called upon to score 
the ball, so they should have a variety of offensive skills.  They should be 
comfortable enough with the ball to help break full court pressure if necessary.  
They should have shooting range from at least 15 feet.  Ideally, your small 
forward is a slasher, with the ability to beat his defender off the dribble and score 
in the lane.  He should also be able to move without the ball and get up the court 
to finish on fast breaks. 
 
4-Position (Power Forward, PF) & 5-Position (Center, C) 
I have grouped these 2 positions together because their skill sets at the high 
school level and below will generally be the same.  Power forwards and centers 
(or “post players”) are generally your tallest players.  You will need 4 or 5 of 
these players on a 12 player team.  They should be strong and physically 
aggressive, allowing them to defend against your opposition’s largest players.  
Post players should be effective rebounders, with the ability to establish and 
maintain position under the basket.  The most effective post players will possess 
good footwork and soft hands.  They should be able to finish around the basket 
with heavy defensive pressure.  Shooting range and ballhandling ability are nice 
bonuses, but are by no means essential for post players. 
 
Identifying the presence of these skills is best accomplished using a drill called 
“Stations” (included in my sample Basketball Tryout Plan).  Watch your players 
closely to determine if they have the skill set to fit the positions available on your 
team.   
 
In my sample Team Selection Matrix, I have applied a 60% weighting to 
Positional Skill Set. 
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Attitude/Coachability 
The next most important factor in selecting a player is Attitude and Coachability.  
Basketball is a team sport.  It requires all 12 players to be on the same page and 
work towards a common goal.  Unfortunately, some players tend to be more 
interested in individual gains and accolades then team success.  Others will 
simply not take the sport seriously, preferring to goof off during practice drills.  
Still others will refuse your advice and suggestions, continuing to choose their 
own way of doing things despite the coaching staff’s best efforts. 
 
You can often spot the early warning signs of poor attitude or lack of coachability 
during tryouts.  Be sure to include plenty of hard work and defensive drills in your 
tryout plan.  Sometimes, these players will disqualify themselves when they 
realize the team will not just be fun and games.  
 
Poor attitude can cause a cancer on your team.  It is important to identify early 
which players may pose potential problems.  If the problems are severe, I would 
not recommend that you select that player.  If the problems are minor, the player 
will require your close attention and guidance to prevent his attitude from 
defeating the team’s spirit. 
 
Conversely, you may have players try out for your team who lack dominant skills, 
but have fantastic attitudes.  My personal opinion is that these players can be 
very valuable.  As discussed above, there are only so many minutes to go 
around, so some players will inevitably spend more time on the bench than 
others.  You want your bench players to be models of hard work and enthusiasm.  
While they may not contribute during games, they can play an incredibly 
important role by pushing your starters to work hard and compete in practice.   
 
When filling the last 1 or 2 positions on my team, I would much rather have an 
underskilled keener than a talented troublemaker.  
 
In my sample Team Selection Matrix, I have applied a 30% weighting to Attitude 
& Coachability. 
 
General Athleticism and Potential 
Some players who try out for your team may be strong athletes, but may lack in-
depth knowledge of the game (ie. the high flyer who can dunk from the dotted 
line, but doesn’t understand what three-in-the-key means).  Others may appear 
to have strong potential, but struggle with basic skills (i.e. the clumsy 14 year old 
who just happened to be 6’9”).  These types of players can pose a major 
dilemma for most coaches. 
 
While I would be wary of selecting a player based purely on athleticism or size, 
many of my peers will be inclined to select players who they believe can become 
future stars. 
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My advice is to do what is best for your individual team’s goals.  If you are 
running a Freshman developmental program at a basketball powerhouse high 
school, cultivating talent and teaching fundamentals is part of your responsibility.  
If you are focused on putting together the best possible team for a title run, you 
may choose to ignore potential in favor of immediate contribution.   
 
In the sample Team Selection Matrix, I have weighted this factor with just 10%.  
You may choose to increase or decrease that weighting depending on your 
team’s needs. 
 
 
Announcing Your Cuts 
The most difficult and stressful part of tryouts is announcing your cuts.  This is 
something that must be handled tactfully and delicately.  Most of us can 
remember being cut from a team as a kid, and it is not a pleasant experience. 
 
The key thing to remember with making cuts is feedback.  The Comments 
section in your Team Selection Matrix should be filled with specific suggestions 
on how each player should improve his game.  I would encourage you to meet 
privately with each cut player to discuss his strengths and weaknesses.  This can 
be done in person at the gym, or over the phone.  Explain clearly why he was not 
selected, and what he needs to work on to have a better opportunity of making 
the team next year.  This will also provide the Documentation that some schools 
require for all competitive team cuts. 
 
Some coaches will prefer to simply post the team list in a public area, and have 
the hopefuls come by to see if they made the team.  If you choose this option, 
ensure that you encourage the cut players to approach you privately to discuss 
their specific development areas.  
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Appendix A: Sample Team Selection Matrix 
 
 

  Positional skill 
set 

Attitude & 
Coachability 

Athleticism & 
Potential    

Score Wtd 
Score Score Wtd 

Score Score Wtd 
Score Player Sugg 

Position 
(1-10) (x60%) (1-10) (x30%) (1-10) (x10%) 

Total 
Wtd 

Score 
Decision Comments 

Scott Howe  PG, SG 8 4.8 9 2.7 8 0.8 8.3 Keep   

Lloyd 
Dowler SF, SG 3 1.8 10 3 6 0.6 5.4 Keep 

Needs to improve game 
awareness, but great attitude.  Will 
be a good bench player 

Teddy 
Varner PG 8 4.8 2 0.6 6 0.6 6.0 Cut Very talented, but very poor 

attitude 

Ricky Ebbit C 5 3 9 2.7 10 1 6.7 Keep 
Ricky struggles offensively, but is 
6'9".  With right coaching, will be a 
very good varsity player. 

Dave 
Weaver C, PF 1 0.6 5 1.5 6 0.6 2.7 Cut 

Very physically strong, but needs 
to improve eye-hand co-ordination 
and footspeed. 

Jeff 
Reynolds C, PF 9 5.4 6 1.8 7 0.7 7.9 Keep   

Phil Morgan PG, SG 8 4.8 7 2.1 6 0.6 7.5 Keep   

Leron Little SF, PF 8 4.8 7 2.1 7 0.7 7.6 Keep   

Morris 
Dubrow SF, SG 7 4.2 7 2.1 8 0.8 7.1 Keep   

Devante 
Forde PG 2 1.2 8 2.4 5 0.5 4.1 Cut Needs to improve ballhandling and 

defense to play point guard 
Mike 
Williams SG, SF 3 1.8 3 0.9 7 0.7 3.4 Cut Needs to improve shooting range 
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  Positional skill 
set 

Attitude & 
Coachability 

Athleticism & 
Potential    

Score Wtd 
Score Score Wtd 

Score Score Wtd 
Score Player Sugg 

Position 
(1-10) (x60%) (1-10) (x30%) (1-10) (x10%) 

Total 
Wtd 

Score 
Decision Comments 

Dustin 
Penfield SF, PF 8 4.8 4 1.2 7 0.7 6.7 Keep Will need coaching to improve 

attitude 
Robert 
McGill PF, C 7 4.2 6 1.8 9 0.9 6.9 Keep Very athletic.  Skills need work, 

but huge potential. 
Eric 
Concordia PF, C 5 3 3 0.9 6 0.6 4.5 Cut Too aggressive and foul prone.  

Karl 
Matthews SF, PF 6 3.6 5 1.5 5 0.5 5.6 Cut Need to become stronger inside 

and improve rebounding 

Harris Tobia SG, SF 8 4.8 9 2.7 7 0.7 8.2 Keep   

Jamal 
Drummond PG, SG 9 5.4 8 2.4 7 0.7 8.5 Keep   

Terry 
Sherbrooke SF, SG 5 3 7 2.1 5 0.5 5.6 Cut Good attitude, but lacks the 

shooting range necessary 

Wayne 
Johnston SF, SG 3 1.8 6 1.8 6 0.6 4.2 Cut 

Hogs the ball too much.  Need to 
improve court awareness and 
passing 

Doug 
Stanley C, PF 8 4.8 7 2.1 7 0.7 7.6 Keep   

Clark 
Fullerton C, PF 5 3 4 1.2 4 0.4 4.6 Cut Need to improve footspeed 
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Appendix B: Blank Team Selection Matrix 
(print out and use to select your team) 

 

  Positional skill 
set 

Attitude & 
Coachability 

Athleticism & 
Potential    

Sugg Score Wtd 
Score Score Wtd 

Score Score Wtd 
Score Player 

Position (1-10) (x60%) (1-10) (x30%) (1-10) (x10%) 

Total 
Wtd 

Score 
Decision Comments 
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  Positional skill 
set 

Attitude & 
Coachability 

Athleticism & 
Potential    

Sugg Score Wtd 
Score Score Wtd 

Score Score Wtd 
Score Player 

Position (1-10) (x60%) (1-10) (x30%) (1-10) (x10%) 

Total 
Wtd 

Score 
Decision Comments 
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Appendix C: Sample Basketball Tryouts Plan 
 

Attached below is a sample Basketball Tryout Plan which can be used in 
conjunction with the Selection Matrix to select your team.  The Ref column refers 
to a section the ebook “Basketball Practice Plans”. 
 

Sample Basketball Tryouts Plan 
     

Time Drill Ref* Coaching Tips 

00:00-00:15 Layup Drill  

Two lines.  Begin with right 
handed layups, then go to short 
bank shots.  Switch the ball to 
the left side.  Go with left 
handed layups, then short bank 
shots.  Take note of which 
players are able to use both 
hands around the basket 

00:15-00:20 Stretching  Extend slowly.  Don’t bounce. 

W
ar

m
-u

p 

00:20-00:30 Three Man Weave.  2 on 1 
back. 2.5 

Explain the drill in detail and 
use some of your more 
experienced players to 
demonstrate.  Encourage the 
players to ask questions if they 
are unsure of anything.  Take 
note of which players are able 
to pick up new drills and follow 
your instructions closely. 
At the end of the weave, the 
player who shoots the layup 
runs back on defense.  The 
other two players come back 
and play 2 on 1 against him.  
Take note of which players use 
proper passing technique and 
are able to finish around the 
basket under pressure. 

 00:30-00:33 Water Break   
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Sample Basketball Tryouts Plan 
     

Time Drill Ref* Coaching Tips 

Fu
nd

a-
 

m
en

ta
ls

 

00:33-00:40 Weak Hand Full Court Drill 4.4 

For your team to be successful, 
you will need to choose player 
who can fill the guard, forward, 
and center positions.  This drill 
should be a great indication of 
which players have the ability 
to handle the ball and play 
guard.  Run the drill both ways, 
with the weak hand and with 
the strong hand.  Take note of 
which players are able to 
dribble with their head up.  
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Sample Basketball Tryouts Plan 
     

Time Drill Ref* Coaching Tips 

00:40-01:20 

4 Stations Drill 
Station 1: Pitino V-Cut Drill 
Station 2: Man in the 
Middle Drill 
Station 3: Simplified 
Chamberlain Low Post 
Drill 
Station 4: Foul Shooting 

 
5.2 
2.4 
 
1.5 
 
1.19 

This drill is best performed by 
dividing the group up into 4 
smaller groups, and creating 4 
stations in 4 different areas of 
the court.  Each group spends 
10 minutes at each station 
before rotating to the next one.  
This usually requires the help 
of 3 assistant coaches or 
parents to facilitate.  If that is 
not possible, take the entire 
group through each station one 
by one. 
In the Pitino V-Cut Drill, take 
note of which players are 
coordinated enough to use the 
correct footwork and handle the 
ball with confidence. 
In the Man in the Middle Drill, 
see which players can 
successfully use ball fakes to 
set up passing lanes. 
In the Simplified Chamberlain 
Low Post Move Series, don’t 
worry too much about the array 
of moves described in section 
1.5.  Simply ask the players to 
drop step, take a power dribble 
and finish the layup strong. 
In the Foul Shooting drill, pay 
careful attention to shooting 
technique.  Remind them of 
BEEF (Balance, Eyes, Elbow, 
Follow through).  Which players 
pick up on this concept? 

 01:20-01:23 Water Break   
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Sample Basketball Tryouts Plan 
     

Time Drill Ref* Coaching Tips 
D

ef
en

se
 

01:23-01:28 FootFire 6.7 

Establish early on that your 
team will focus on defense as a 
priority.  Some players may be 
turned off by this and choose to 
quit or not show up to the next 
tryout.  Consider this a 
blessing.  FootfFire is great 
early warning indicator of which 
players are willing to work hard 
to improve. 

01:28-01:40 3 on 3 games  

Separate the group into teams 
of 3.  Have them play rotating 
games of 3 on 3 at multiple 
baskets on the court.  Look for 
players who can fill positions. 

G
am

e 
P

re
p 

01:40-02:00 5 on 5 games  Separate the group into teams 
of 5.  Play one central game of 
5 on 5 on the main court.  
Again, look for players who can 
fill positions. 

 


