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Mike MacKay - Manager of Coach Education and Development

PLAYING TIME POINTS TO PONDER 

Do I look like 13 seconds? 

This was a comment a team-mate of mine made in High school when the coach wanted to sub him in with only 13 seconds left in the game. I never forgot it and reminded myself that I never wanted to have a player say that to me when I was coaching. To fully understand the context you must remember how the game was played at that time. I am sorry to say it is still played this way in many Ontario high schools. I found the same to be true when I took teams down to the USA for AAU ball. When I played basketball there was no shot clock. The philosophy of the time was that you lived and died with your starting five. The only time there was a sub was when the player fouled out or there was an injured. Fatigue was not a problem because our coaches used the famous line; “You can always rest on offence”. Because we were not allowed to fast break we never had to worry about a blow out. If we got over a five point lead we would stall. I was the back up point guard on the team. I probably played 12 minutes in my grade 12 year. Ten of those minutes came in one game when the starter fouled out. The rest was 15 seconds here or there late in the game when the victory was secure. In this game the coaches decided to give the third guard some playing time. Now if I only had 12 minutes of playing time you can imagine how much he had gotten all year. 
Lessons learned
I tried to give players meaningful minutes. If I was making a sub late in the game I would ask the player if she wanted to go in. If she said no, I did not hold that against her. When the shot clock came in I quickly realized that you could not play just five people. You needed have them play significant time throughout the entire year. Many coaches who grew up pre-shot clock tried to keep the same philosophy of only playing five. I cannot begin to count the number of times that one of these key players received a significant injury late in the season. The team was never able to recover from the loss because they had not prepared anyone to take her place. 

I see this same thing still happening with our provincial teams. Some coaches try to get by with a short bench. They only play players when the blow out occurs. In fact they plan that this will be the game when so and so can play. The problem is what happens if the blow out does not occur as planned. The five players become fatigued. If an injury occurs no one is ready to step up. 

When you go and play internationally you cannot count on the blow out to rest players. Almost every game you play you face a team that if you are not prepared you will get beat. You need to develop depth to be able to play the demanding schedule you will face. 
Fair does not mean equal 
Anyone who coaches today will be faced with a player or parent who wants to question playing time. Somewhere in the conversation the phrase: “It’s not fair” would creep in. My response was always that fair does not mean equal. The only thing the parent or player wants equal is playing time. I would always quickly point out that is fair meant equal the player would now have to show equal effort in practice as everyone else. The player would have to now actually guard someone of significance when they were in the game and not the weakest player on the other team. They would have to get 15 rebounds that game to reach the team average because they had not gotten one yet this season. 
When dealing with elite programs (My definition of elite is when players have been cut. Once you start cutting players you are ranking people) parents and players want a double standard. They want one standard to pick the team and then a separate for once the team is picked. If we were truly fair all of those children who were cut should have an equal opportunity to play. Since we decided to cut people we have automatically said some players are better than others. It is important that the coach explain the requirements for playing time and that the buy in time is at the start of the season not half way through when we don’t like the results. 

We are not into comparisons 

Often the parent or player would complain that they got subbed when she made one mistake. Another player might make the same mistake and not get subbed, this was not fair. My response was almost always the same.

 I gave you one thing that you had to do. Box out you check. I did not evaluate you on advancing the ball down the floor, your movement on offence, the quality of your shot selection. All I asked you to do was box out. When you could not complete that one task you were subbed. The player you want to compare yourself to had five things she was responsible for: guarding the other team’s best player, advancing the ball vs. the press, setting up the offence, delivering the ball to the right players at the right time and boxing out. If she only messes up one of these I will give her another chance. 
I would never let players or parents make comparisons to another player. I used a silly analogy with parents. I would ask them; 
“Do you have taps in your house?” 
I would usually have to explain;” Taps, you know water comes out of them, usually in your bathroom or kitchen”. 

They would answer yes, but have a look of confusion on their face, wondering what this had to do with their daughters playing time. 
“Well I am a plumber. I make my living fixing taps. I am an expert on the inner working of taps. I cannot just specialize on your taps I have to be prepared to deal with everyone’s taps in the entire community. When there is a problem that you cannot not fix with your taps you call me and I fix it. You don’t call me to complain about your neighbours taps. The same is true in coaching. I have to be an expert on the inner workings of children for this age. I have to be able to help all of the children not just yours. Your job is to tell me when your daughter is having a problem that I might be able to fix. It is not to tell me about someone else’s child.”

Time does not stand still 
Often a player would come to me about playing time. She wanted to know what she could do to increase the amount of time she was getting. It usually had to do with improvement of a skill. I would also explain that there was no guarantee. After a week she would come back saying she had improved and was now ready how come she still did not get the playing time she now felt she deserved. I would explain that time did not stand still for everyone else. Other players on the team were also working to improve. This is why it is hard to guarantee playing time. There are too many factors involved. I have never understood players going off to university falling for the line from the coach about guaranteed playing time. I would ask the players what kind of team do you think your going to have if people are guaranteed playing time and yet do not deserve it because someone is better. If guaranteed playing time is what you want go play intramurals. 
Starting vs. finishing 

Starting is a big deal for players, especially for a player in their senior year. I never started my strongest line up. I always had a player on the bench who was very consistent and I knew what I was getting day in and day out. This was usually a grade 11 who was one of my best scorers. I did this for a couple of reasons:
· Team harmony – by starting the grade twelve it helped her save face. 

· If the grade 12 had a good start it was a bonus. If she played poorly we could easily sub. 

· I always knew what I had coming off the bench. This was usually when the opponent subbed in a weaker player or when the starters were becoming fatigued. 

I never made a big deal out of starting, but was always cognisant how players responded to it. This is one reason why I like the FIBA warm up where all players are introduced. When I go back to coaching this is something I will try to change. I like what Bill Belichick did when he introduces his team not starters for the New England Patriots. I was also a big Boston Celtic fan. Anyone who saw the Celtics play with John Havlicek and Kevin McHale coming off the bench realized the value of a great sub. 
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