
BASKETBAL L A beginner’s guide



Have a child  
starting basketball?
Congratulations! Your kid is thinking about playing 
basketball. While trying a new sport can be a bit 
scary for everyone involved, we know once you get 
started, you and your child are going to love it.

Basketball was first created at Springfield College 
in Massachusetts in 1891 as a way to condition 
athletes during the winter months, but it has since 
grown into a worldwide phenomenon. Today, with 
an estimated 450 million people participating in 
195 countries, basketball is one of the most popular 
sports in the world.

Since it only requires a ball and hoop to play, 
basketball is easily accessible for most, but there’s 
a lot more detail that goes into this sport. It’s 
important to understand the fundamentals before 
you begin, and this guide has all the information 
you and your child need to get started.
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F U N D A M E N TA L S  O F  T H E  G A M E

Before your child steps onto the court, it’s helpful to understand the basics 
of the game and what to expect.
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Ball Size
The size of the ball is 

designed to help your 

child better handle it, with 

smaller balls designed for 

younger players to use.
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Court Size
The size of the court will continue 

to get larger as your child grows 

and progresses.
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Basket Height
Shorter baskets are used so 

younger players are able to shoot 

with ease. The height of the 

basket gets taller as the players 

get older.
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For more information, visit: 
sportsengine.com/article/basketball/fundamentals-basketball

https://www.sportsengine.com/article/basketball/fundamentals-basketball


F U N D A M E N TA L S  O F  T H E  G A M E  ( C O N T. )

Before your child steps onto the court, it’s helpful to understand the basics 
of the game and what to expect.

The first basketball hoops were made out of peach baskets with the bottoms intact. Referees 

would have to remove the balls from the baskets to resume play.
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Score
Each team is designated a basket 

on opposite ends of the court.
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Time
The length of a game often 

depends on the ages of the 

players participating. 
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Moving the Ball
There are two primary ways to move the 

ball in basketball. If a player wishes to 

move the ball themselves they must be 

dribbling, which is bouncing the ball with 

their hand, while walking or running. 

If a player is dribbling and then stops 

and holds the ball they cannot move 

one of their feet. The only way they can 

move the ball is to pass it to one of their 

teammates. However, a player may pass 

to their teammate whenever they wish. 

 

Out of Bounds 
There are boundaries around the court 

that mark out of bounds. If the ball, or 

a player holding the ball, goes out of 

bounds the opposing team is awarded 

possession.

T H E  B A S I C  R U L E S

Following these four guidelines will help your child as he or she gets ready 
to play basketball.

Fouls
A foul in basketball is any type of illegal 

action that negatively affects the play of 

the opposing team. Fouls can result in 

free throws, turnovers, or the team with 

possession throwing the ball in from out 

of bounds. If a player records too many 

fouls they will be removed from the 

game.   

Starting the Game 
Games are often started with a tip-off, 

where one player from each team will 

start in the middle of the court and then 

jump up simultaneously at a ball that 

is lobbed into the air by a referee. The 

point is then for them to try and tip the 

ball to one of their teammates, so their 

team can start with the ball. Note: The 

team to get first possession in younger 

age groups is often decided by a coin 

flip.

Basketball became an official Olympic sport at the summer Berlin games in 1936. Women’s 

basketball was later added in 1976.
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For more information, visit: 
sportsengine.com/article/basketball/basic-rules-basketball

https://www.sportsengine.com/article/basketball/basic-rules-basketball


G E T T I N G  I N T O  P O S I T I O N

Basketball is traditionally broken up into five different positions, which are 
often determined based on a player’s size and skills. However, positions 
may differ and be simplified at younger ages. 

Point Guard 
The point guard is almost always one of the 

best ball handlers on the team, and is usually 

the one that starts with the ball every time 

their team goes on offense.

Shooting Guard
The shooting guard, like the point guard, is 

typically a good ball handler, but their main 

strength, as the name suggests, is shooting. 

Small Forward 
The small forward is typically the most 

versatile position on the floor, and to be able 

to dribble, pass, shoot, drive to the basket, and 

play defense.

Power Forward 
The power forward usually plays under 

the basket, focusing on rebounds, and 

attempting shots 10-15 feet away from the 

basket.

Center
The center is almost always the tallest 

player on the floor and usually plays 

right under the basket. They specialize in 

gathering rebounds, contesting shots and 

setting screens.

The 3-point shot wasn’t added to basketball until the 1979-80 season.
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B A S K E T B A L L  T E R M S  E X P L A I N E D

Your child will have a tough time getting the hang of basketball if he 
doesn’t understand the game’s lingo. Communication between players, 
coaches and referees is crucial to the game. Here are a few terms you and 
your child will come cross on the basketball court.

Airball
A shot attempt that was off the mark and didn’t 

touch the basket or the backboard.

Alley-oop
A play where a teammate throws the ball high 

towards the basket and their teammate jumps up, 

catches the ball, and then slams it into the hoop.

Assist 
When a player passes the ball to their teammate 

which leads to a made basket.

Backboard
The rectangular piece of wood or fiberglass 

attached to the back of the basket.

Box Out
Positioning yourself between the basket and your 

opponent as a way to obtain a rebound.

Brick 
A shot that bounces off the rim or backboard 

without going in.

Double-Double
A phrase meaning a player recorded two statistical 

figures in double digits (i.e. 10 points and 12 

assists).

Double Dribble
When a player either dribbles the ball with two 

hands or stops dribbling all together and then 

begins again, this results in a loss of possession.

Fast Break
A play that starts with a defensive rebound that is 

quickly passed up towards midcourt to an awaiting 

teammate. These plays often end with an easy 

basket as the opposing team isn’t able to catch up 

to the scoring player.

Field Goal
A basket made during the game.

Free-Throw Line
The line that players shoot from after being fouled. 

They cannot be guarded while shooting from there, 

and each basket made is worth one point.

Jump Ball
Two opposing players jump for a basketball that 

was tossed into the air by a ref. Also away to 

award possession after two opposing players 

simultaneously gain possession of a ball.

Dribbling was not allowed until 1897, before then they could only pass the ball.
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For more information, visit: 
sportsengine.com/article/basketball/basketball-terms-explained

https://www.sportsengine.com/article/basketball/basketball-terms-explained


B A S K E T B A L L  T E R M S  E X P L A I N E D  ( C O N T. )

The Paint
This is the area on a court that extends from the 

baseline under the basket to the free-throw line. 

Referred to as the paint because it is often a 

different color from the rest of the court.

Screen
When an offensive player stands in the way of a 

defender to try and give his teammate an open 

shot.

Slam Dunk
Also known as a dunk, this is when a player close to 

the basket jumps up and throws the ball down into 

the hoop.

Swish
A shot that goes straight through the net without 

touching the rim or backboard, also known as 

nothing-but-net.

Three-Point Line
Also known as the 3-point arch. This is the strip 

along the outside of the offensive zone and any 

shot made from behind it is worth three points.

Traveling
When a player moves their feet without dribbling 

the basketball. This results in a loss of possession 

for their team.

Triple-Double
A phrase meaning a player recorded three 

statistical figures in double digits, often thought of 

as a great accomplishment (i.e. 10 points, 12 assists, 

and 11 rebounds).

Originally, two teams of nine players made up a basketball game, a number that came from the 

game of baseball. Later, the teams were reduced to five players on the court.
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For more information, visit: 
sportsengine.com/article/basketball/basketball-terms-explained
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D R E S S E D  T O  P L AY

There are not many mandatory attire for the sport of basketball. Most 
children will want to wear clothing that’s easy to move around and run in, 
such as athletic shorts and a T-shirt, avoiding anything heavy or baggy. 

Basketball
A specialized ball for the sport, 

most people enjoy having their own 

basketballs to practice with outside of 

organized activities.

Dribbling Goggles
A recommended tool for beginners 

to help them learn to dribble without 

staring at the ball.  

Water Bottle 
Basketball can be a high-intensity sport 

and it is important to stay hydrated.

Jerseys 
Jerseys will vary from team to team, but 

they are usually sleeveless to make them 

less restrictive while shooting the ball.

Wristband 
These are pieces of fabric that stretch 

around a player’s wrist. It is used to keep 

sweat off their hands while they are 

handling the ball. Gym Bag 
Used to keep all your belongings 

together.

Arm Sleeve/Shooting Sleeve 
An accessory that players wear on their 

shooting arm. It is designed to help keep 

the elbow straight while shooting the 

ball.

Headband 
These are pieces of fabric that stretch 

around a player’s forehead. It is used to 

help keep sweat out of a player’s eyes 

while they are playing. 

Mouth Guard 
Players will use mouthguards to help 

minimize injuries to the mouth and 

surrounding areas.

Basketball Shoes
Specialized shoes that help get a better 

grip on the floor while also providing 

extra support for their ankles. Regular 

tennis shoes should also work for those 

just starting out.

Basketball was played using a soccer ball until 1929.
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For more information, visit: 
sportsengine.com/article/basketball/dressed-play-basketball
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WAY S  T O  P L AY
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A competitive league where players have the chance to travel to other 

cities to play against new teams, and new players on a weekly basis.

Traveling

With a little research, you should be able to find a basketball program that 
fits your child’s interest level. There are several types of programs, each 
with varying structures and commitment levels.

Age:
10-14

Structure:
Most areas will have a tiered system that 

the players get fitted into after a round of 

tryouts. The most skilled players will be fitted 

into the highest level of competition and then 

it works down to keep a fair level of play.

Season Length:
November to March

Travel:
Weekend tournaments and the distance depends on 

the competition level and the region. 

Commitment:
Teams usually meet a couple times a week 

to practice and then participate in weekend 

tournaments where they are often guaranteed 

at least three games.

The Amateur Athletic Union is a competitive club basketball league that 

takes place throughout the United States and targets the promotion 

and development of athletes. 

AAU

Age:
7u-19u

Structure:
Each state is broken up into districts, which 

teams are assigned to based on geography. 

AAU is often thought of as a place where 

players can showcase their talents in front 

college scouts.

Season Length:
March to July

Travel:
Required as tournaments are held every weekend 

across the country. Travel depends on each team.

Commitment:
During the AAU season, players should expect 

to practice a couple times a week and play in 

weekend tournaments. Weekend tournaments 

outside of the season are also likely to occur.

For more information, visit: 
sportsengine.com/article/basketball/ways-play-basketball

https://www.sportsengine.com/article/basketball/ways-play-basketball


WAY S  T O  P L AY  ( C O N T. )
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With a little research, you should be able to find a basketball program that 
fits your child’s interest level. There are several types of programs, each 
with varying structures and commitment levels.

Preparing for college and participating as a member of your school 

against other schools in your area. 

School

Age:
14-18

Structure:
Teams compete against other high schools. 

Coaches are paid and sturend players are 

generally skilled, depending on the division 

and school district.

Season Length:
November to March

Travel:
Local travel is required. 

Commitment:
Practices and games can occur throughout the 

week and weekend, depending on the team’s 

schedule.

Age:
7+

Good for those seeking a fun, social, team-oriented atmosphere within their 

own community. A great way to stay active and continue learning the sport.

Structure:
No tryouts are required and teams are 

divided as equally as possible. There is a high 

priority put on learning the fundamentals of 

the game instead of the competition.

Rec/Community

Season Length:
November to March

Travel:
Some local travel required.

Commitment:
Practices are usually once or twice a week with 

one or two games taking place each week as 

well.

For more information, visit: 
sportsengine.com/article/basketball/ways-play-basketball
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A B O U T  S P O R T S E N G I N E

SportsEngine is the home of youth sports, enhancing the sports lives of 
more than 30 million athletes, parents, volunteers, administrators, families, 
and fans with intuitive software solutions that help build relationships, 
keep athletes safe, and simplify administrative tasks.

Brought to you by:
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